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Everyone has one night stands 


Author's Notes: 


Hey, its you again! Merry merry christmas! Here | am, making another comedy out of your wish. This one will 
be chapetered and will get more dramatic in further chapters. | wanted to post the whole thing today but | 
ran out of time :( The rest will be up soon! 


Phil Lewis is referred to as Lewis, for practicallity. 


Hope you like your present! 


"IIl have another drink" 
"That'll be your ninth, and you haven't danced once," remarked the bartender. "My guess is it's a woman." 


"A woman? Let me tell you something. It's not a woman," Phil said, pleased to find his voice was only a very, 


very little slurred "It's worse than that. It's a--a singer" 
The bar was dark and dilapidated, the ceiling above stained with dark spreading patches of yellow. The floor was 
crowded with cheaply and barely covered bodies, made decent only by wreaths of smoke. And Phil had just 


been to the bathroom, and heard someone in the left cubicle snorting coke and in the right vomiting. 


Lewis would never have ventured in here out of his own free will, and if he had been forced to by outside 


occurrences, like a gig, he would have shuddered and turned upon his heel as soon as it was done. 

"And I'll tell you something else," Phil said, leaning heavily on the bar. "Fuck singers." 

There was a gloomy pleasure in that, too. Even if couldn't bring himself to insult the bastard in question, even 
if he had to insult him by category instead of by name, he could take some pleasure in insulting that..that..the 
man he'd.. he..oh, the hell with it. 


"And | could dance, you know," Phil added, not noticing that the bartender had turned his back on him and was 


serving another customer. "I could. Anytime | wanted. How can't you say | dare?" 


He frowned. If there had been something wrong with that sentence - he didn't care. It just made him feel 


angrier and more defiant. 

"I will," he announced loudly. "I'll show you." 

And he let go of the bar. He staggered for an instant - he was probably too used to leaning against it - but 
then the press of bodies kept him up whether he wanted to be up or not. It even moved him, as if he'd been 
caught in a wave. 

Dancing wasn't so hard. Well, that showed his mother who'd made him practice as a little boy because she'd 
said he didn't have any rhythm at all--who could dance to hat horrible music she liked?--, and it showed 
Lewis and his delighted laugh every time he'd made Phil come out to dance with him, just to show he was 
better, the wanker, and it showed everyone who'd ever said he had two left feet. 

Showed them all. 

Phil stumbled and grabbed onto something to keep himself upright. 

It worked admirably, and the something was the waist of a man who had his back to him. 


He obviously mistook the gesture, and shimmied backwards up against him. 


Phil stared, saw only a tight tattered t-shirt covering very little of a back that had sweat glistening on it, a 
fall of wild red hair and the slim press of bony hips below his hands. 


He didn't let go. The man moved into his body, and he rocked his hips along with his sway, and he fitted and 
rubbed against him and Phil leaned his head back a little and thought.. 


fuck singers," he said again. 

The man tossed back his red hair. 

"How many did you have in mind?" he asked with a laugh, and turned his head to glance at him. 

Considering he had insinuated himself in between his thighs, Phil supposed it was about time he saw his face. 


That was all he thought for a minute, and then that snub nose and curling mouth hit his brain like a brick 
applied to the side of his head. 


"Shit," he said. "Axl Rose?" 


Blue-in-green eyes made gaunt by the club lights flicked up to his hair, and then back down to his face. Phil 
knew that he was probably on drugs when he laughed again. 


"| don't believe it," he said. "I'm rubbing up against Leppard bits." 
‘I'm not too happy about this either!" 
Axl lifted an eyebrow. "Opinions seem to differ down stairs." 


Phil registered this, and the fact that Axl was still between his thighs, with what he dimly recognized as 


mortification. 
"Look," he said loudly, to cover it, "| can't hear a word you're saying. Come here." 


He meant to pull him gently into some side room where he could be sure nobody they knew would see them, 


and talk to him until he was sure that this subject never had to be brought up again 


He hadn't really considered that there were very few side rooms to dank bars, and that he was far too drunk 


to gauge how to pull someone, and that there were things besides the subject that could be brought up. 
Further up. 


It ended up with them both staggering, and Phil stumbling into another room and against a wall, with Axl Rose 


in his arms. 


"Collen," Axl said thickly, "this is the women's toilet” 


It had been months since he'd had a person crushed up against him. And he was very drunk, so drunk the 


whole room was blurring behind Axl's head. 

And it was another thing that would disgust Lewis. 

So he kissed Axl. 

It was a sloppy drunken kiss, tongues probing clumsily and teeth clicking together, but it was a good excuse for 
friction. His cock was against Axl's thigh, their chests pressed up together. Axl pulled back only a fraction, his 
wet lips and light eyes gleaming. 

"Why the fuck not," was all he said, his words rough and hurried, and kissed him fiercely. 

He wasn't used to such an aggressive kiss, but he liked it that it was so different from Lewis and any girl he'd 
ever dated. He didn't care who Axl was or what he did so long as he was that, and so Phil liked his tongue 
shoving down his throat, the way he pushed him against the sink and crawled all over him, the fever heat of 
contact and friction and.. 

"Oh my God there's two men having sex in here!" shrieked a horrified female voice. 

"Shut up, now they know we're here!" shouted another, alarmingly close. 

"Were you watching?!" shrieked the first voice, horrified for other reasons. 

“Come on, get out of here, this is the fucking ladies bathroom," said a man's voice, and they were manhandled 
out of there, still stumbling and almost falling over each other and their own feet, chased by the female 
screech of "See?! You ruined it for everyone!" 

Phil hurried Axl urgently out of the club before he could change his mind. He didn't seem inclined to, as soon 
as they were out of the club he fell against a wall and Axl looked down at him, his head knocked back against 
the brick and trying to maintain his balance. 

"God, you're drunk," Axl said in a slurred, amused voice. 

| don't care." 

Phil still had hold of Axl's arms and he yanked him up against him, both of their mouths already open and soon 
he had Axl's tongue in his mouth and he was holding onto his hips and he moved against him and maybe in a 
moment.. 


Axl pulled back. "Your place, then," he said. 


Phil never really remembered how they got there. He remembered lamps shining oddly, as if they were 


underwater. And he remembered the dark musty inside of the taxi and telling Axl not to insult the cabbie, and 
Axl saying how British, and him telling Axl to shut up and Axl ending up in his lap and how he was just about to 
unbuckle his trousers when the cabbie said he wouldn't charge them if they didn't do that, please, thank you, 
and then the taxi stopped in front of his apartment block and--- 


Nothing of how they got upstairs, but vividly how he pressed Axl up against his door and he ripped his shirt 
up over his head before the door was quite shut, the sound of fabric tattering resounding in the night. 


He bucked against Axl and Axl was laughing again and mumbling about the neighbors as they fumbled their way 
to Phil's bedroom. 


Never before had he tried anything like this drunk. He'd been sober, the room had been dark, the sheets clean 
and specially laid out for this, he'd been awkward and considerate and it had all been tasteful and considered 


and it had always been intended as love, before. 


He didn't bother to turn off the lights as they tumbled onto the unmade sheets. Axl wriggled under him to 
take off his obscenely tight trousers and with his drunken vision and the lights on, his body seemed lurid 
yellow and indecent and Phil liked it, and liked his hot hands on him as he undid his trousers and he yanked 
them off. 


No consideration as he grabbed a handful of red hair and pulled. Axl gasped and moved underneath him, like a 
huge slippery fish instead of a man His other hand was scratching at his body as they moved, but Phil didn't 


care about that either, not when Axl's hand gripped his erection and started to move. 


Axl didn't shut his eyes. Lewis always had. Axl's gaze was fixed and bold, and maddening and Phil kept moving 
and feeling as if he'd like to spite him, and what a bastard he'd been every other time they'd ever met and he 


moved much more than was decent-- 
“Christ, Collen," Axl groaned, and arched. 


Phil bit hard into Axl's shoulder as he came, and then they gasped stickily together for the few minutes 


before he fell into abrupt unconsciousness. 


Phil was woken by the sound of someone knocking on the door. He knew it was Steve, here to make fun of him 
and make a lot of loud noises, like he did every time Phil went out on an uncharacteristic night of heavy 
drinking and came home with a hangover. The bastard always did that, and he never realized that Phil came 


close to murder every time. 
"Go AWAY!" he bellowed, keeping his head under the covers. 


The knocking continued. Damn Steve. 


Which was when the covers moved. 
"FUCK OFFI" screamed a male voice with an American accent. 


The knocking stopped abruptly, but the silence was chased away by Steve's boisterous laughter out in the 
living room. Phil moved abruptly and then a tom-tom started up in his head. 


Trying frantically to think past the blood pounding in his ears, he stared down at the cross, screwed-up face 
of Axl Rose. 


Last night. Oh, God. Oh, hell. 
"Oh, gross!" 
Axl looked up at him, blinked in brief confusion and then grimaced. 


"Oh, no," he said. "Oh, my God. | did Phil Collen. Izzy's never gonna let me live this down! So help me, if you tell 


anyone-" 

"| don't want to tell anyone! | don't want for this ever to have happened! | was drunk!" 
"Just drunk?" Axl sniffed and looked smug. "I was stoned too." 

"What kind of person drinks and takes drugs and-" 


"Oh shut up, Collen You absolutely do not get to have a one-night stand with me and then lecture me on my 


morals." 
"| DON'T have one-night stands!" Phil yelled indignantly. 


Axl gave him a long look, and then rolled his eyes. Phil clutched his bed sheet to him as if it was his maiden 


virtue. 
"Well, | don't," he said defensively. "| mean - | didn't. | mean, that's hardly... 


"Any time you want to vocalize, Collen," Axl snapped, leaning over the bed and producing his shirt. "And 
obviously, admit that I'm right and you are wrong." 


Phil didn't do one night stands. It had nothing to do with being uptight, or being old fashioned. It was simply that 


intimacy for him was just that: intimate. 


He didn't care much that anyone would know he'd fucked Axl Rose, notorious bastard, in a night of heavy 


drinking after finding out his ex-boyfriend was in a relationship with another man 


Other people could go fuck themselves, but he doubted he could ever look at himself in the mirror after this 


affront to his own personal values. 

"We'll go out on a date tonight,” Phil said triumphantly. "And then it'll all be perfectly decent." 
Axl gave him another Look. 

"Do all you Brits get a stick shoved up your ass as some sort of initiation rite?" 


"Wh - No," Phil snapped, making a face at him. "Do all Americans take special courses in how to be complete 
bastards" 


Axl looked smug. "It just comes naturally to me." 
"Obviously." 


"At least I'm not such a stupid dick that | think | can salvage my own pathetic do-gooder self-image after 
making a mistake by spending more time with that mistake." Axl paused. "Can | borrow a shirt?" 


"Huh?" 
Axl waved his ripped shirt around. "This is kinda tarty for the walk of shame now. Can | borrow a shirt?" 


And that was when Phil had his stupid idea. 


He was perfectly aware it was stupid. But his urge to get one up on Axl (no innuendo, don't even think it, Phillip 


Collen) was much stronger than his urge to behave like a reasonable human being. 
"You can if you go out on the date." 


Axl gave him a long stare. "You hate me and | hate you, and you've already had sex with me, and you're 
blackmailing me to go out on a date." 


Phil blinked "Um. Yeah." 
"Ok" Axl shrugged. Phil began smirking triumphantly, then squawked at high volume. 
Axl raised an eyebrow. 


"Is there a problem, Collen?" 


"You.. you're.. not decent," Phil said, and felt his ears burn as he looked resolutely away. 
Axl had slipped out of bed and was standing at his closet, completely naked. 

"Did you, sort of, not notice that | was naked last night?" 

"IFs just not nice," Phil answered, trying to gather up his dignity. 


Lewis had always kept a dressing gown next to the bed, and all the girls he'd ever dated had the demure 
coyness of wrapping themselves in a sheet before stepping off the bed. 


Axl laughed and took his favorite shirt out of the top shelf, shaking it out and slipping it on. It didn't fit him 


too badly, which was unusual. Phil had broad shoulders, even if he wasn't as tall as sodding Lewis. 

Axl wasn't very tall either, but he wasn't as rail thin as Phil remembered he had been the last time they'd 
seen each other, at some backstage party or another a few years back. He built some muscle for his fair skin 
to wrap on, so even though the shirt hung off him it clung nicely to his upper arms and chest. 

Lewis had always been heroin thin, even though he wasn't a heroin addict. He had that starved physique that 
made him seem somewhat romantic. Phil remembered Lewis’ wrists pushing out of one of Phil's old sweaters; 


he'd rolled the sleeves up several times and they were bulky and made his bones look delicate. 


"Do you want coffee?" Phil asked reluctantly, knowing how one should treat a guest, even if Axl didn't count as 


a quest. 


| wouldn't touch your organic and probably horribly de-caffeinated swill if | was dying of thirst," Axl returned 
brightly. "See you tonight, /over. Graystone's. You're paying." 


He left in a flare of swinging hips that reminded Phil of that one teacher he'd had that had been fired for 


indecent behavior. 

"Good morning, Axl," Phil heard Steve say, the edge of a leering grin evident in his voice. 
"Piss off, Clark," came Axl's answer, followed by a smacking sound. 

Steve appeared at the door, rubbing his jaw with a shit eating grin on his face. 

Feisty one, isn't he?" 

Phil contemplated beating himself to death with a pillow. 


Graystone's was a large, ostentatious restaurant, and Phil thought the waiters were shooting him supercilious 


glances. Axl was half an hour late, and when he did arrive Phil gave him a horrified look. 

"Did you forget to put your clothes on?" 

Axl glanced down at his ripped shirt, the cut off sleeve slipping down off his shoulder like snow in June. His 
leather pants were so tight they looked painted on by a pornographer, the waistband riding low on his tempting 
hipbones. 

"| don't know what you mean." 


"People are staring," Phil said coldly. 


Axl tossed a look over at a very intrigued looking business woman, tossed his long red hair over one shoulder 


and winked. 

“That's sweet of you to say." 

‘| meant, you're making a public spectacle of yourself!" 

"Collen," Axl snapped, "were you born with the attitude of a conservative forty year old?" 


Phil scowled. Axl kicked him in the ankle. Phil yelped and Axl beckoned the waiter over and ordered the most 


expensive meal on the menu for both of them. 
Phil seized the waiter's arm as he moved off. 
"Alcohol," he said hoarsely. "Lots and lots." 


Axl smirked. "I believe that was an order for two bottles of your most expensive wine. And once we're done 


with that - bring more." 
"Wait," Phil said. "How expensive is the most..?" 
"Don't worry your awful head about it. Collen" Axl smiled "There's nothing you can do about it, anyway. 


"So. What's the real reason for this whole thing, Collen?" 
Phil scowled over the hideously overpriced appetizers. 


"What do you mean?" 


"What's the fucked up chain of events that lead you to this moment?" Axl elaborated. 
Phil arched an eyebrow "Is that you asking me about myself?" 


Axl rolled his eyes, knocking back the last of the wine in his glass and reaching for the bottle "Well, | won't 


seat here for hours bored into a comatose state. Pretend l'm interested" 


Phil snorted "I don't see why you'd think a fucked up chain of events lead me here. I'm perfectly content in this 


moment" 


"Please. You were clearly being a vindictive drunk last night," Axl said, reaching across the table to dribble that 


last of the third bottle into Phil's glass. 


Phil watched the liquid swirl, and thought of the last time he'd been out with someone like this. It had been a 
girl called Sally, a London girl with long black hair and a thing for the New York Dolls. 


She had liked to choose restaurants, and they were sensible places with polite staff and reasonable prices. 
When he had taken her home on their third date, she had eaten the cheese he kept buying because Lewis had 
liked it. 

Phil motioned for more wine. 

"| found out about something," he said, but fell silent. 

"Someone gave you a mirror and you saw your hair for the first time?" Axl asked sympathetically. 

"Sod off" 

Axl laughed, delighted with himself in an almost childish manner "Ok, ok. l'm shutting up now. Carry on" 
Phil looked at him for a few seconds. 

"Someone--an ex-boyfriend-- got together with someone else" 

Oh," Axl said, his face non-revealing "Tough. Anyone | know?" 


Phil shrugged "Just a singer" 


"Hey, you said something about that last night!" Axl said, that childish delight once again overriding his features 
"So am | like the spite fuck, because I'm perfectly opposite to everything that other guy was?" 


Phil stared, mainly because Axl said that like it was totally reasonable "Mostly by accident" 


"Nice," Axl grinned approvingly, snatching the new bottle of wine from the waiter and opening it himself, much 


to the waiter's dismay "So. Am | a better fuck than him?" 

Phil snorted some wine up his nose. 

"Can you keep a civil tongue in your head?" he snapped. 

Axl smiled the slowest, most provocative smile Phil had ever seen. "Oh," he said. "It's like that, is it?" 
Phil swallowed "I don't know what you mean 

"All right," Axl said. "When did you break up, anyway?" 


Phil ripped some bread in half, causing crumbs to fall on the expensive-looking tablecloth and the waiter to 


give him a scandalized look from across the room. 

"Six years ago," he answered reluctantly. 

He expected the obligatory but that was ages ago, but Axl only nodded. 

"I bet you've been hiding in your nasty little apartment licking your wounds ever since you found out." 


"| haven't!" Phil replied, stung, but didn't follow it up because the end of the sentence was / went out last night. 
Axl laughed. 


"So." he said. "What happened?" 

It had been a while since he'd spoken of Lewis to anyone, and Axl was a perfect stranger, in all the ways that 
counted, but he was there, and they were both pretty drunk and underdressed for this expensive restaurant, 
and-- 

Phil told him. He told him about Lewis, about how they met, about answering that add in the papers. Told him 
about the band, how they made music and talked for hours and had a connection. Told him about how he fell in 
love like a fucking moron, like a little boy. About how, for a while, he'd thought Lewis had fallen too. 

"So why did you break up?" Axl asked, and he actually looked curious through the haze of wine. 


But Phil was tired of repeating Lewis’ stupid, stupid reasons and having people nod and murmur, Fair enough 


Hard luck’ 


'It wasn't my idea," he told Axl irritably. His speech was beginning to slur, and soon he'd need a translator. 


"Let me guess," Axl said, eyes half mast. "He didn't give you a real reason 

Phil blinked, trying to make sense of what Axl had said as opposed to the way he looked. "What?" 

"He said he didn't know what it was, and he loved you and you were his friend. As if that would make you 
happy, when you wanted to be more. And he talked about transcendence, and wanting more, and leaps, and 
better for both of you when he meant better for himself, and finally he said he wasn't and couldn't be in love 
with you and he never explained why. He acted as if because he was more intelligent than you, he was the one 


feeling the right thing, and he said you know a lot, and he walked out and you never, ever knew why." 


Phil looked at the studied nonchalance of Axl's body, betrayed by the way he was biting his lip and gripping his 


glass with claw-like fingers. 

Phil refilled his glass "Who was yours?" 

Axl snorted, swirling the wine before gulping it down "Just a guitar player” 
Phil's lips twitched "Am | a better shag than him?" 

Axl grinned cheekily, grey-green-blue-whatever eyes dancing. 

"The accent is pretty fucking hot,” 

Phil scoffed, hiding a blush behind his glass, "Shut up," 


Axl rested his elbows on the table, looking pleased. The business woman glanced appreciatively over at the 


slender curves of his biceps. 


"Will you wait for the bill here, or have some sherry in the reading room?" inquired the impassive-faced 


waiter with the now permanent eye-tick they'd put there. 
Phil glanced over at the business woman. That kind of behavior was just rude. 

He grabbed Axis arm, none too gently, and pulled him upright 

“We'll take sherry," he said 

Axl adopted a mock-awed look, leaning forward and pretending to whisper into Phils ear. 
"Oooh, Phil" he murmured, "You're so manly." 


"Oh, sod off, Axl," he said, and dragged him along. 


Phil woke up with nobody beside him. He was still muzzily trying to sort out why he was surprised about that 


when he felt Axl's mouth move down his abdomen 

"Hey!" Phil yelped, flinging the covers back. “What're you doing?" 

Axl blinked up at him, heavy hair disarranged. "I would've thought it was obvious," he answered. 

"| - but - you dont- 

He and Lewis had gone through things in stages, he had carefully mapped it all out. Those few fumbling kisses 
had turned into more comfortable holding and caressing, and then there had been that cautious first time, and 


then discreet lovemaking, all those safe traditional gestures in the sanctuary of darkness. And a few 


experiments in the shadows where blushing was unnecessary, after a couple of months, maybe because they 


felt obscurely that they should. 

Not this bold touch in the light, so casual and shocking. 

Axts lips curled. 

"Maybe good boys don't," he said. "But | do." 

He opened his mouth and it was casual and shocking and hot. Phil twisted and grabbed a handful of red hair, 
very very smooth and strange and it wasn't like anything before, so surely it was all right to shove up and be 
inconsiderate and.. 

Phil groaned, and Axl sat up, wiping his mouth. 

"Well, Collen, thanks for dinner," he said briskly. “It was - interesting.’ He snagged and began to slip into his 


clothes. He was putting on his boots before Phil had closed his mouth, and he tossed over his shoulder, "And | 
told you: everyone has one-night stands." 


"What?" Phil said. "I did not! That wasn't!" 

'No, that was a perfectly normal date," Axl responded. "The night before was a one-night stand 

"It was n - what do you mean, a perfectly normal date? Do you normally sleep with men after the first date?" 
Axl shrugged. “All the time, yeah. Do you have a point?" 


"So - so what, the date cancels out one - sleeping together and the other one is a one-night stand and-?" 


"A masterly summary, Collen I'm impressed" 


"You're really weird," Phil said fervently. "And sick and depraved. Fine - we'll, | don't know, we'll go out again. And 


then we can never see each other again" 


"Your logic is insane and happenstance," Axl told him with an almost frightened look in his eye. "And | suppose 


Ill see you tonight. Especially since if | do that, | can borrow some more clothes." 
This time, he took Phil's favorite jeans. 


It was a good thing he would never consider ever seeing Axl again, since if he did he would be all out of decent 
clothes. 


Phil chose a more reasonably priced restaurant this time. Not one of Lewis' or Sally's places, but a place he 
had gone to with Steve and Joe. It served food he liked because his mum wouldn't have made it, and Joe'd told 


him it was Hispanic, since it had generally South American food. 


"How fucking awful,” Axl had said as they walked in, and Phil had cringed. But Axl had sent the waiter a cheeky 
wink, and she had winked back, and things seemed to be all right. 


Axl was wearing an unbuttoned button-down shirt, and Phil thought this might have helped matters. 

Axl also ate an awful lot for someone who thought the food was awful. 

"Mmm," he said indistinctly at one point, spearing something on his fork. "What's this called?" 

"Actually, its called my empanada" Phil informed him. 

Axl made a face at him and polished off the last of the salsa dip with his bread. 

"That's not very nice. You should be nice with me" 

Phil watched him pilfer more food from his plate and didn't even bother stopping him "And why is that?" 
"Well, | did suck you off this morning, so there is that--" 

"Axl" 

"--Also, I'm gonna help you get him back" 


Phil's ears were still red "What?" 


"Your singer." Axl said, grinning wide and a little demented "I'll help you get him back" 


Phil blinked slowly, choosing his words as if he were speaking to a potentially violent criminal "He's with 


someone else" 

Axl threw his hands in the air "Who cares? We'll break them up!" 

"| don't want him back," Phil pointed out. 

Axl huffed, like Phill was sucking all the fun out of this with his stupidity "That's the point" 
"is there any medication you should be taking?" 

Axl threw a fajita at him. 


"Look, you loved him, right?" Axl asked, and waited until Phil nodded reluctantly before following up "And he 


hurt you. He broke up with you, and he never gave you a reason-- so that's exactly what you'll do to him" 
Phil frowned, grasping the concept with difficulty "Isn't that exceedingly vindictive and cruel?" 

Axl crossed his arms over his chest "It's payback" 

Phil looked at him, really looked at him. Looked at his pouty lips and his straight hair, his fixed eyes that were 
much more stunning when he wasn't inebriated, at his clothes that would have been ridiculous on anyone else. 
He looked at the way he held himself, like defense and attack were the only things he knew how to handle. 
"Why would you want to do this for me?" he asked cautiously. 

"Cause--" Axl began, biting his lip "Cause fuck singers, that's why" 

Phil looked at him and thought, " This is the strangest person I have ever met. 


"Ok," he said, and Axl scooped a handful of reviro from Phil's plate and threw it in the air as if it were confetti. 


The strangest person in the world 


the madman 


Author's Notes: 
The charaters bit should also say Phil Lewis, but | forgot to put LA Guns in the bands bit and now the site 


won't let me. Oh, well. This chapter is a bit more dramatic than the last one. Enjoy, and let me know what you 


think :D 


Six days after parting ways with the lunatic, Phil came back home from the studio to find The Troubadour. 
Tonight. Axl. spelled out on his door with strips of duct tape, the message large and silver and glaring as if to 


not be looked over. 


"I know | did this to myself," Phil said to no one in a particular, shoulders sagging in a desolate manner "but it 


still hurts" 

With a sigh, he went for warm water and a wire sponge. 

"A most imaginative young lad," Mr. Rainor, his neighbor with whom he'd bonded on the basis that they were 
both from Hackney, said when he found Phil mumbling insults under his breath as he tried to rid his door of 
the corrosive glue "I honestly thought he'd give up after the R, really. Determined, indeed!" 


Phil didn't pause in his vigorous scrubbing "That's not the word l'd use," 


He went because not doing it would be rude. Also, he was a little curious, but most of all he feared for his life 


now that a madman knew where he lived. 


He got waved in without problem once he was recognized, though he nearly couldn't fit inside the packed venue. 
He squished himself in between the throng of hyped up youngsters dancing and rubbing themselves together, 
and wondered how the fuck Axl expected to be found in this hellish crowd. 


All of a sudden, the lights went off and the crowd cheered loudly, an earsplitting screech that hurt his ears 
and reminded him of nails on chalkboard. Shit, he'd forgotten what it was like to be on the other side of this. 


A sleazy, dirty riff tore through from the stage, followed by the rest of the band joining in and--that voice. 
Of course. 

LA Guns was a good band, Phil would admit to that. There simply was no way Lewis would have entered the 
project otherwise. Rhythm was tight, ambiance was good, their sound was rich and enveloping, powerful on it's 


own right even without the distinct sharpness of Lewis’ voice adding the final, perfect touch. A good band. 


Great, even. 


Phil hated them. 


He watched in a bit of a haze, the music passing through him, it seemed, while he stood there, unmoving 


amongst the delighted, vibrating crowd. 


Lewis looked different from the ground, different when Phil wasn't right there next to him, the two of them in 
concert, making music. He'd changed a lot in a few years, Phil observed, a strange kind of detachment setting in 


his bones. He'd traded in the blouses and the dolled up look for leather and metal, and it fitted him perfectly. 


He looked faraway, ethereal and unattainable in his patent leather clothes, his presence on the stage a force to 
be reckoned with as he sang, meeting the band note for note, flawless and never allowing himself to sag. Ever 


the perfectionist. 
Five songs in, Lewis lost his jacket, and Phil drew in a sharp breath. 


Lewis was never one much for dancing or running around, not like Joe or Axl. He just stood there, occasionally 


walking around, and yet that didn't rob his performance of vigor, of vibrant energy. 


Phil had always loved the way Lewis clung to the microphone, the way he'd hold it with both hands and just-- 
cradle it. He'd sing to it, transfixed, and Phil would look at him, transfixed, and magic would occur, a moment 


held together by nothing but the sounds they made building together perfectly. 


As Phil watched, Tracii Guns walked a few steps over to Lewis and stumbled into him, waking him out of his 
reverie and startling him into nearly dropping the microphone. Lewis flailed a little bit, then gathered himself 
and glared at Tracii for a second, who just beamed back at him in this completely besotted, absolutely obvious 


way and Phil couldn't watch anymore. 


Phil didn't even want to know how Axl had figured out that Phil Lewis was the ex-boyfriend in question He 
didn't want to know what great scheme the madman he'd unwittingly invited into his house had come up with 
to get them back together, in pursuit of some mad revenge. All he wanted was to find Axl, and punch him 
right in his stupid face. 


Accepting there was no way to move on in his plan with the band still playing and people bouncing and raging, 
he settled for finding a drink or two. He'd been drinking too much lately, much more than he usually did, but he 
figured he was entitled. After all, it was one thing to know that Lewis was now in a relationship with Tracii 
Guns, it was another entirely to actually see them together. 


The band went on and on, but he blocked it out, wasn't listening anymore. It all just helped add to the enraged 
pathos he could feel building itself around him, clinging to him like a mist that let everyone know they should 
stay the fuck away. He scowled at the bar, his rabid mood in sharp contrast with the fun people around him 


were having, a black dot in the scene. 


Eventually, the show ended and the band bid their goodnight, and somehow listening to Lewis speak instead of 


sing was even worse, so much fucking worse, because it reminded him of that last time and he just-- 
He ordered another drink, and set out to find Axl. 


Some people had gone after the show, and it was easier to make his way through the crowd. It was hard to 
breathe with the thick cocktail of smoke and booze and sweat in the air, boiled up like warm soup with human 
heat. He held his glass in front of him like a shield and cursed viciously every time the contents sloshed over 


the rim. 


He found Axl eventually, in some secluded back room he got waved into with a grin from a huge man in a 
sharp suit, heavy metal blasting off the speakers. The angry beat just added to his irritation, along with the 


alcohol sizzling in his veins. 


Axl's back was to him, and he was talking to someore. All he could see was red hair and wildly gesticulating 
hands, and Axl was probably roping another unsuspecting idiot into a one night stand and then haunting them 
forever. He made a beeline for him, angry words fighting for dominance in his mouth, trying to form 


something of a speech-- 


Then he cought something out of the corner of his eye. Black hair and white skin, tight leather and red lips, 
glittering eyes that saw way too much and spoke way too little. 


Lewis was leaning against a wall, heavy boot propped up against it and fingers caught in his belt loops in a 
display effortless grace, eyes trained solely on Phil. He'd frozen up mid sentence, leaving the girls around him 


hanging, much like the moment. 


The second their eyes met, the world stopped turning, and Phil found himself muffled in a cocoon. The bar fell 


away. The noise stilled. All that existed were Lewis' eyes on his own. Phil hadn't seen him in so long-- 
"Phill" he heard Axl say, his voice piercing through the cocoon and stealing him from the silence. 


Phil turned, startled. Axl beamed at him, though it was a little too bright, grabbed him by the lapels of his 


jacket, and pulled him in for a kiss. 


Phil closed his eyes and gripped Axl's waist on reflex. The world returned to him at once, his senses made 
sharp by the feeling of Axl's tensed up body against him, making him dizzy. Axl's tongue was wicked when he 
wasn't inebriated, battling with his own for dominance and stealing his breath in a way that was almost 


spiteful. 
"What are you doing?" Phil panted, pushing Axl away. 


Lewis would have never kissed him in a public place. Not only because of the obvious scandal, but because he 


considered it inelegant. He generally frowned at public displays of affection. Phil remembered the feeling of 


Lewis' hand clasping his arm feeling like a kiss, knowing what it meant, and trying to guess the emotion behind 


it. 


Never this bold touch in the middle of a room, crowded with strangers, as if getting caught didn't matter at 


all. 


Axl smirked, but his face was tight with something dark, arching his body into Phil's shamelessly "Just go with 
it," 


He pressed one more stinging kiss to the corner of his mouth before slipping away, leaving Phil to gape at the 


space he vacated. 
He looked up. Lewis was gone. 


"Ah, Axl," Tracii Guns said, chuckling and shaking his head a bit ruefully. Phil vaguely registered he was the 


person Axl'd been talking to "He's just never boring, is he?" 


Phil shook himself out of his trance, shutting his mouth and ignoring the people who were staring at him 
openly. Instead, he focused on Tracii, who at least wasn't giggling. 


"It was a--hum--good show," he said, because what little he'd managed to pay attention to had been good, and 
he wasn't the kind of person who hated people on sight. 


"Thanks!" Tracii said, beaming just like he'd beamed at Lewis on stage. Phil hated him "I'm not gonna kiss you or 


anything, though" 


"lll live," Phil deadpanned through gritted teeth, looking around and finding no sign of Lewis. He held back a growl 


of frustration. 


"lIl probably regret asking," Tracii said, sipping on his beer and obviously not noticing Phil's inner struggle "but 


how do you know Axl?" 
"I don't, really," Phil answered, because re-telling the whole one night stand incident was out of the question, 
especially since the reason for that whole fiasco had been that he'd found out this charming git in particular 


was shagging his first love. 


Tracii must have read something else into his answer, because he smiled a little ruefully and turned away "| 


know how that feels" 
Phil frowned at that "I'm sorry, but how do you know Axl?" 


"l dont, really," Tracii sing-songed, imitating Phil's accent with a grin and probably thinking he was awfully 
clever, the little shit. Phil rolled his eyes and cursed these American boys he was beginning to detest. 


He excused himself and left the back room, returned to the writhing, dancing crowd outside, and contemplated 


leaving. He got another drink at the bar. 


He floated around the place for a while, ducking his head and dodging propositions, feeling the thrum of the 


music reverberate in his ribcage. 


There was anonymity, he felt, in the darkness, where a total lurker like him could walk aimlessly around and 


observe. He felt detached, unthetered. Felt like he was watching a movie instead of living his life. 


Steve would probably smack him with a shoe for even daring to feel that way, would probably tell him 
something along the lines that he was too young to feel that way and too good to let himself go to waste and 
fuck that Lewis-person, he'd never liked him anyway. He'd never met him either, but he'd claim that the man 
was a git, just to make Phil smile. 


Fuck, he was drunk. He was having an imaginary conversation with his friend who wasn't there! He felt terribly 
disoriented for a few seconds, like gravity fell away and then reasserted itself on him, and he turned a full 
circle on his spot, trying to ground himself. 


And then the night went on a surreal pageant, when he saw Lewis snogging Tracii Guns passionately in a 
corner, practically climbing him like a tree, uncaring of the people around them. There really was anonymity in 
the darkness, Phil thought, but the anger he'd had earlier had evaporated, leaving him numb and standing 
there, staring. 


"Phi," Axl said against his ear, voice throaty and low as his arms snaked around him from behind, Axl's body 


fitting against his back perfectly "His name is Phil And your name is Phil You are the Phils’ 


Phil rolled his eyes, but his sight didn't stray from Lewis' lest he might disappear "I'm so pleased you're having 
fun," 


"So much fun," Axl breathed out, trapping Phil's ear between his teeth, but it felt like too much. It felt too 
thought out, and suddenly that so much sounded like not really. 


Phil thought back on the way Axtd kissed him earlier, on the way it felt like he was putting on a show and 
leaving them on display, trying to spite. 


Phil freed himself from Axl's grasp and caught him himself, brought him flush against his chest with a hands 
on his arms, and looked at his pretty face that looked much too vacant under these dreadful lights for Phil's 
taste. 

Axl's eyes strayed away once, in the direction Phil'd been looking at, and Phil huffed out a laugh. 


ust a guitar player, Axl had said, looking incensed with stale anger. 


The irony alone could have killed him. 


The darkness gave Phil anonymity, so he snaked his arms around Axl and gathered him close, savored the way 


he seemed to seethe with his whole body. Always so straightforward. 
"Alcohol?" he asked. 
Axl burst out laughing, unwinding a little from his unabashed fury "Lots and lots," 


"| don't think | know anyone that can still give directions after drinking so much," Axl slurred "I spose you have 


your uses, Collen" 

"Maybe one or two," Phil said wryly. 

"Cin only think of the one," Axl returned, sliding up close and smirking tartly. 

Even dead drunk, he never let up. Phil chuckled and shoved him inside the flat, where he fell on the couch on a 
kind of controlled stumble that seemed awfully practiced, fumbled for the remote and turned on the telly, 


turning down the volume to a low drone. 


Phil rummaged around his kitchen and emerged victorious with a bottle of scotch, a present from someone 


he'd known was there somewhere. He snagged a couple of glasses from over the counter and plopped down 


next to Axl on the sofa. 
"Why did you make me go there?" Phil asked, passing a glass. 


For a second, it looked like Axl was nonresponsive, but the he reached for the glass after Phil shook it a little 
"So you'd see him" 


"Lewis?" Phil frowned, because that sounded excessively cruel. Then he nodded, because it sounded like Axl. 


"Nah. Tracii" Axl corrected, waving his glass around and swaying precariously on the edge of the sofa "What 


did ya think of him?" 
Phil's eyes settled on the scotch swirling in his glass before he gulped it down, grimacing at the taste. 
"He seemed nice." he said, which was true "Charming." 


And he was. Nice and charming, with his cool front he either put on or lived by, his easy grin and pretty eyes. 
He had a playful attitude, it seemed, and when he looked at Lewis, it showed. 


"He's obviously in love," Phil said, and pretended he didn't see Axl flinch "And Lewis--Lewis needs that, | guess" 


Lewis, with that sweet, distant air that only ever made you want to come closer. Tracii, laid back and engaging, 
easy grin and wide eyes. Lewis, and his effortless grace, how he leaned back and looked like he was just a part 
of the scenery. Tracii, looking like a wild hurricane on stage, guitar wild and rich like a human voice. They 
appeared perfect opposites, so absolutely different on a fundamental basis that it was hard to picture them 
together, but apparently it worked, in a larger-than-life way that Phil reckoned must be exhausting. 


Lewis, who hated public displays of affection, and Tracii, who'd obviously made him change his mind. 


"Don't talk to me about what people need," Axl said, and his voice was only a shade thicker than usual. His 
green eyes were fixed on and filled with the silvery light of the telly. "People always seem to need something 
so special, something so right. They're never happy with - with just someone. And you get left behind, and you 
don't understand and you know if you could understand they wouldn't be leaving you. Its all so stupid" 


Phil looked at the necklace dangling from his neck, the fine glittering chain. He heard the spoiled tone of his 
voice, Axl Rose, the beautiful thing that could get a crowd of strangers to beg him to go home with them. He 
didn't understand why he couldn't have what he wanted. 


And then Phil thought, damn it. He didn't understand it either. For so long, it had happened, and he hadn't 
understood it. 


"Lewis got what he wanted, did he? They always do" Axl asked "These, these spectacular people with their 
faraway eyes and their mysteriousness, they get their shining reward, and some of us don't seem To be born 


for it and there's nothing we can do and they - they just turn away.” 


He sighed, and the necklace shone gold against his pale skin, and Phil knew if Axl weren't so absolutely sloshed 
he wouldn't be saying this. 


And he thought of his vacant face at the club, and the obvious, pathetic way he must have adored charming 
Tracii to be feeling this way right now. Almost as pitiful as the awkward, clumsy way Phil had tried to go 
about how he felt about Lewis. And he hated them both. In a way. 


Axl reached out first, slid his hand up Phil's arm and into his hair. 
"Fuck them," he said, and his mouth was on Phil's arm, warm and wet and uncalculated. 


His hands were tangling in red hair then and he had Axl on his back, sliding against the sofa, gasping and 
thoughtless. 


Phil liked that. 


Phil woke up with a massive headache, and Axl Rose in his arms. Given the events of the past few days, this 
should not have been so surprising. 


It felt - strange, though. 

Lewis and Sally had been practical about it. Nobody sleeps tangled all together, it's uncomfortable, just like 
nobody sleeps naked. Each person has their side of the bed, and you lean across the bed in the morning to give 
them a kiss. 

They had been right. 

Axl was lying on his arm, and it had gone dead. Their skin was sweaty and stuck together, and there was going 
to be more pain when they moved. Tendrils of red hair were all over Phil's face, and he had to spit some of it 
out before he sleepily kissed Axl on the neck, which wasn't romantic or decorous at all, 

"Mmmf," said Axl, before he said "Mmm," and it wasn't supposed to go like that at all. 


"S twenty tone," Phil mumbled. "We're going tbe late.” 


He was having some trouble remembering where exactly he was going to be late to. In truth, he was running 
mainly on autopilot. 


"Mmm," said Axl, and batted him lightly in the face. "Inna minute. I'll get up innaminute.” 
"Mmm. Kay," Phil said, his eyes drifting inexorably shut again 


At five to one, they both sprang up in a panic from the bed and conducted a brief, frenzied fight for the 
toothbrush, which Axl won because Phil had stopped to grab his dressing gown. 


Axl smugly brushed his teeth, and then purloined a whole set of clothes (somehow he seemed to sense which 
ones were the ones Phil liked the most) and while Phil was searching for something decent to wear, Axl got 


himself a bowl of cereal. 


Phil came out, and it was odd, having breakfast together, even if it was leaning against the sink bolting down 


cereal in a mad rush. He saw Axl glance sideways, and think it was strange too. 
"Um," Phil said. 
"So," Axl said. 


| suppose-" 


‘Its been bizarre, Collen," Axl said. "See you around." 
"Well - yeah," Phil said. 


They put their bowls in the sink, neither one bothering to clear up further. Then they stood looking at each 
other. Phil rubbed his neck, feeling acutely uncomfortable. 


They leaned forward and kissed briefly. Phil wasn't entirely sure why. 
"Bye," Axl said, and left. 


Well, Phil thought, scratching his head and feeling vaguely inadequate, Thats that, then 


Everybody needs something 
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When two weeks went by after that awkward morning kiss and there was no sign of Axl, Phil let go of a 
breath that he didn't know he'd been holding. It was finally over. 


It wasn't that the sex hadn't been good, because it had been very good, or that he didn't find Axl attractive, 
because he did. It was just that, at the end of the day, Axl was too unpredictable, too alien, too out and 
faraway from Phil's type. Loud Axl, who kept all the lights on and always meant precisely what he said. 


Sure, it was exciting, if only for the fact that it was so new, so unlike anything he'd ever had before. But in 
the end it would have been exhausting trying to keep up with that. Insanity and berserk plans of vengeance 
aside, who wanted to spend time with a time bomb? It was for the best, and Phil felt that more than a few 


crises had been averted. 
Steve, mistaking his finally ginger-free apartment as a sign of a bad break up, made it his life's work to find 
him a new boyfriend, despite him repeatedly telling him that there was no need, since Axl had never been his 


boyfriend in the first place. 


"Pity," Steve said, dragging Phil out of his apartment for the third right in a row "I liked him. He was good for 


you hy 


Phil stared at his friend's profile, a bit of uneven pavement thrusting up under his feet and nearly making him 


fall on his face. 
"He's mental" he pointed out, snorting "He punched you in the face!" 


"Yeah, | know, but he he has a certain je ne sais quois," Steve shrugged, smiling lopsidedly at him "You need a 


little mental in your life, Phil," 
Phil snorted, bumping his friend's arm “I've got you, haven't |?" 
Steve huffed a laugh and bumped him back. 


"Yes, but | won't suck your cock, no matter how much you ask me. Or let you fuck me. Or cuddle," he listed 


off seriously "As your best mate, that is where | draw the line," 


"Good to know where l'm standing, then," 
"And don't you forget it," Steve laughed, but sobered up "My point is, you need that" 


‘Don't talk fo me about what people need," Axl had said, venom in his voice and silver light dancing in his alien 
eyes "People always seem to need something so special, something so right. They're never happy with - with just 
someone. And you get left behind, and you don't understand and you know if you could understand they wouldn't 
be leaving you. Its all so stupid" 


It really was stupid. 


It all went back to the same thing, didn't it? Phil still couldn't understand why he could never get what he 


wanted. How the fuck was he supposed to know what he needed? 


It had been Lewis, once, long ago, and it still felt like that. For some reason, a wound that was so old still felt 
raw. He'd needed to understand why he was getting his heart broken, and to this day he didn't know. If Axl had 
helped him in any way, it had been that. 


What he needed... 
"Someone to suck my cock?" he asked loudly, making an old lady turn his way and huff. 


Steve laughed "And hold your hand and tell you they love you, but that's hard to find. We'll settle with the 
cock-sucking tonight, yeah?" 


Steve didn't drag him to a club again, thank god. The godawful music was enough to turn him off, not to 
mention people's grabby clawlike hands and drunken slurs. There was just no way he could enjoy that without 
being smashed out of his head, and he didn't want to go through the hangover process again for at least a 


month, thank you very much. 


It was a party, instead, held in someone's house, a white thing sprawling indulgently over the slope of a hill. Phil 
wasn't really into the design of these cutting-edge LA houses. The thing reminded him forcibly of poorly 
stacked paper plates. 


It wasn't a bad party. There was good music, and it wasn't so loud, and people were more into talking than 
trying to get him to bed with them, and it was good. Phil mingled and met some new people from the LA scene 
he'd never bothered trying to reach out to before, and this felt like a totally better option than going to a 
club and rubbing up against just anyone. 


All in all, it was great, until Steve reappeared at his shoulder, looking rather frantic. 


"| promise | didn't know he'd be here," he said, signaling at him not to look in a certain direction "Don't look!" 


Phil, of course, looked. As fate would have it, Axl chose to look up at that exact same moment, and their gazes 
clashed together in an incredibly uncomfortable moment. Naturally, Phil's eyes snapped away and stuck 
themselves to the floor. 

"Shit, he saw me," he said, looking up at the ceiling. 

| told you not to look," 

Phil snorted "What? He wouldn't have seen me if | hadn't looked?" 

"Yes, but you could have pretended you hadn't seen him," Steve explained logically. 

"Fuck," Phil said, "I have to go there now, don't |?" 

"Good luck," Steve said, sounding gleeful. 

Axl was leaning against the wall. Whereas Lewis had looked graceful and absolutely at ease in the same position 
a few nights ago, looking at Phil like they'd never been anything more than passing acquaintances, Axl looked like 
he was propped up by the wall, trying his best to remain immobile even though it looked like he wanted nothing 
more than to run away. His eyes nervously looked everywhere but at Phil, who was approaching him resolutely 


but with a great deal of caution, like a lamb eyeing it's executioner. 


"Damnit, Collen," Axl huffed, scowling at him as soon as came close enough for it to be it's most effective "I 


was pretending | hadn't seen you" 
Phil blinked, taken aback "What?" 

Axl rolled his eyes 

"Oh, right. | forgot. You don't have one night stands," 

"Rolling your eyes so much just makes it lose it's effect, you know,” 

Axl continued as if he hadn't spoken 

"Ok, look After a one night stand, if you ever see your one night stand again, you both pretend you've never 
seen each other before. You duck behind a column, or pretend to be engrossed by the wallpaper pattern, or 


something’ 


"I see," Phil said, shuffling his feet and leaning against the wall as well "I'm sorry, but is that standard 


procedure?" 


"Yes, it is," Axl turned a little towards him, jewelry making a clinking sound when he moved "For future one 


night stands," 
Phil nodded thoughtfully, then pointed out, "We didn't have a one night stand" 
Axl's eye twitched,"Yes, we did! 


"No, we didn't," Phil argued, "We went to that mexican place, you see, and that cancelled out the night after we 


went to Greystone's" 

"Yeah, but then we slept together again, after the LA Guns show," Axl pointed out 

"Oh, that wasn't a one night stand," Phil said, shaking his head "That was a perfectly normal date,” 
Axl huffed out a laugh 


"Was it, now?" he said, lips lilting in a lopsided smile "I'm sorry, but do you normally sleep with men after the 


first date?" 

"Not normally, no," Phil granted "But there's this one prick, you see.. | can't seem to get away from him," 
Axl bristled at that one. 

"Hey, you came over to me, remember? | was pretending | hadn't seen you!" 

"Who says I'm talking about you?" Phil frowned, feigning confusion. 

‘My, my, Collen," Axl raised an impressed eyebrow and gave him a once over "LA is turning you into a slut," 


Phil waited for him to drink from his plastic cup before patting his shoulder and saying, "I learn at the feet of 


the master," 
Lewis would have probably socked him in the eye for that one, but Axl just laughed and laughed, beer coming 
out of his nose. He looked terribly unattractive and devoid of poise, and Phil found himself wanting to kiss him 


senseless. 


"So, this won't be awkward or anything?" Steven surfaced from wherever he'd been hiding to ask "Because | 


can still drag you back to your apartment and we can pretend tonight never happened," 


"We're cool," Axl said, wiping his face with his sleeve, "I wouldn't wish the horror of Coller's apartment on 


anyone," 


" Hey! " 


"It is a bit dreary, lad," Steve said apologetically. Phil sputtered. "Any chance we could find something to drink 


here?" 

“There's a table in the living room," Axl said, pointing over his shoulder at the sea of people. Phil had been 
drifting around for a while and the rooms were rather indistinct. The confusion must have shown on their 
faces, because Axl snorted, pushing himself of the wall "Come on, I'll take you," 

Axl navigated them through the sea of people. He didn't look to see if they were following, but his hand thrust 
out to clutch at Phil's jacket to drag him forward, and he exchanged friendly jives with Steve over the music 
and people's heads, and it was all strangely ok. Easy. 

It lasted until Axl abruptly stopped moving, both of them crashing against him, Phil nearly toppling face first to 
the floor. He was about to say something, but then he saw what Axl had seen and all blood drained from his 
face. Had everyone in the world come to this fucking party? 


"Shit," Phil said, grabbing onto Steve's arm and pulling him back, trying to make himself small at the same time, 
"We have to go," 


"What's wrong?" Steve asked, confused. 
"No time to explain," Phil hissed, backtracking as inconspicuously as possible, "Quick, before he sees-" 


"Gentlemen!" Tracii Guns greeted them, artfully sprawled on his chair as he was by a table laden with bottles , 


surrounded by an arrange of people. 
Fuck," Axl muttered. Phil silently echoed the sentiment. Steve looked confused. 
"He-llo?" he said. Phil waved sheepishly. 


"What do you like?" Tracii asked, smiling at them "We have a vast array of shit | don't even know the name 


of," 
“Surprise us!" Steve chirped. Tracii's grin gained wattage and he poured three plastic cups of something. 


Phil looked around frantically, because if Tracii was here, then maybe Lewis was here as well, and if he had to 


face him sober he'd die. There was nothing to it, he'd just spontaneously combust. 
He found no sign of him, but that meant nothing. 


"Whose house is this?" Phil asked, accepting the proffered drink and feigning nonchalance. It was blue. It looked 
like Windex. It might have been better for his health if it were Windex. He drank half of it in one go anyway. 


"No idea," Tracii said, turning to Axl and handing him his drink. 

Phil breathed. 

"Excuse me," a teenager slurred then, tugging at Phil's sleeve and poking at Steve "are you from Def Leppard?" 
He was so drunk he was swaying, and Phil smiled, "Yeah, we are," 


The boy did a complicated hand gesture, and suddenly they were swarmed by a small flock of youngsters, 
awkwardly introducing themselves and proffering items and bodyparts for them to autograph. Not really an 
unusual occurrence, so Phil got his pen out and started signing, basking in the familiar routine of jokes he and 


Steve had to make people loosen up and giggle nervously. 


Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Axl and Tracii talking quietly to each other, but Axl's easy mood 
was gone. Instead he stood there rigidly, the line of his back seemingly drawn with a straight ruler, even if he 
gave out the appearance of being absolutely at ease. Well, maybe he was at ease. What did Phil know? 


Maybe Axl was okay with talking to Tracii, and Phil was just imagining things. Maybe he was the only person 
who couldn't cope with seeing a person he'd broken up with ages ago. Even certified lunatic Axl Rose was doing 
a better job at talking to an ex than him, handling it more gracefully than just standing there, open mouthed 
and dying inside. Axl was doing perfect, smiling and smiling and sipping on the weird blue thing. Phil snorted, 
because of course he was the only one mental enough to still be unable to hold a conversation with someone 


who'd dumped him years ago. 


And then Axl took a sip of his drink, and threw the rest of it right on Tracii's face. The surrounding area 


froze and stared. 
Tracii laughed a bit and wiped the Windex from his face, mostly unsuccessfully, "I deserved that one," 


Axl just glared at him, visibly bristling and getting ready for attack, and Phil was going to have to do 


something before-- 


"Axl!" a high pitched voice squealed, and a scantily clad woman threw herself at Axl just in time to stop a 
massacre, making him stumble back a bit and drop his empty cup to the floor. 


"Hi, Erin’ Axl snorted, spitting out the woman's hair before he could speak 
"Is so good to see youl" she said, and it certainly looked like she was happy, if completely ignorant to the 
horror she'd stopped. Axl even relaxed a bit in her grasp. Erin turned her blinding smile on Phil, then, who had 


been making his way to tackle Axl and had frozen in position at her appearance “And who's your friend?" 


There was an appreciative lilt to her voice as she gave him the once-over, so she knew who he was, but she 


was smiling so sweetly that it felt completely harmless, and didn't make Phil feel ill at ease. He opened his 


mouth to answer, but he was beaten to it by Tracii. 


"Oh, that one's taken, honey," Tracii, who had yet to take his eyes away from Axl, said, loud enough for a few 
more heads to turn their way. "He's Axl's new boyfriend,’ 


Now Phil threw a look at Axl that was pure panic, but the man wasn't looking at him. He was glaring daggers at 


Tracii. 


Erin pouted a little bit, but the revelation didn't seem to dampen her cheerful attitude much "Aw, is that 
right?" 


Phil hastily closed his gaping mouth, and advanced very cautiously towards Axl's side, feeling like a soldier 


negotiating enemy territory. 
"Er," he said intelligently. "Well. Sort of. In a way." 
Tracii's eyes narrowed a bit at Axl, "Isnt that right, Axl?" 


He felt Axl gamely reach out and take his hand. It would be just embarrassing to correct everyone. It was 
totally understandable that people would think they were together, considering the scene at The Troubadour 
merely a week ago, and the fact that gossip travelled faster than lightning in these parts. 


Now, though, they were standing in front of all this people, holding hands, and it felt almost like they were 
getting married. An arranged marriage like in the old 


days, and Phil was peering into the face of his husband (.wife?) and feeling very uncertain about the future. 


"Yeah," Axl said, and it sounded very much like a challenge. He was glaring at Tracii and looking like he'd rather 
be skinning him, and Tracii gained some of Phil's respect, because he was staring back, eyes narrowed and 


impossible to read. "He is" 
What the bloody hell had gone on between those two? 


Probably sensing the awkwardness clogging the area, Erin asked them to get extra glasses from the high-up 
shelves in the cupboard, which didn't make much sense because they were not that much taller than she was 


but fuck it. 
"Hum," Phil said as he was being dragged away, Axl's fingers digging like talons on his hand "What did he--" 


"Don't. Say. Anything." Axl growled. Phil complied, because he could practically see the steam coming out of 


Axl's ears, making his hair curl upwards. For the sake of survival, he'd have to let go of his curiosity. 


Phil held the trick door of the cupboard open for Axl, and as he ducked under his arm to reach up Phil 


stumbled and moved in clumsily towards him. Axl must have misunderstood his intentions, which were none at 


all other than not falling, and stood still, which landed Phil's mouth against Axl's own. Unexpected development, 
but the Windex he had ingested was doing it's trick on him, and the contact was not unwelcome. 


The shadow of the cupboard door was on them, and Axl was held under the curve of one of Phil's arms by his 
other arm around his waist. Phil kissed him a little deeper, and the cupboard door hit him in the back of the 
head. 

Axl almost choked to death laughing, and never asked if he was all right. 

But he sat near to him afterwards, and his knee and his hand were almost touching Phil's. Steve's shit eating 
grin was practically unbearable, but at least Tracii was nowhere to be seen, and the cluster of people had 
dissipated. 

"You two run along,” Erin said when Phil offered to help clear up afterwards, Axl standing on the side and 
looking at him like he was crazy, and they were expected to so they left together. He tried to help Axl on with 
his coat but he didn't notice, and he grabbed Phil's hand and he gave him a startled look. 

They walked in silence to his flat, and they both went in and this time he didn't turn on the light in his 
bedroom. But Axl didn't shut the curtains, or slip decorously and immediately between the bedclothes, as Lewis 
would have. 

So shameless, Phil thought as they stood pressed against a mirror, skin clinging together with light sweat. He 
kissed Axl deeply as he undid his belt, and he'd always been given instructions before. Things were rough and 
clumsy and desperate, but just a little more hesitant and thoughtful than they had been. 

"This is just-" Phil said, and licked a hot trail along Axl's terribly naked chest. 


"Mmm, convenient," Axl agreed, a little breathless, his hands in Phil's hair. "There's no reason-" 


"Not to," Phil continued, and the moonlight set Axl's hair aglow, a copper crown on top of his head, rivers of 


lava sticking to his skin with sweat. "It's nothing important. Everyone needs-" 


"Something," Axl murmured, and when Phil lifted him to lie him on the bed his back was wet with sweat cooled 


against the mirror, and he felt smooth and chilled as a windowpane against the winter. 


"Yes," Phil said, and Axl's skin was as soft as the little sounds, and the extremely strange was becoming 


familiar. 
Axl put his arms around him as Phil buried his face in red hair, and murmured against his neck. 
"Makes perfect sense." 


On Sunday morning they were able to get in a long, comfortable and unproductive morning in bed, despite the 


sweaty tangle. They had breakfast after noon 


"You have nothing decent in the house," Axl sniffed disdainfully, spreading liberal 


amounts of raw jam on his toast and frowning at it before taking a bite. 
"Stop being snotty," Phil said, and Axl made a face at him. 


Steve called then, sounding smug, and asking if he wanted to go to the pub later, and to bring Axl, who didn't 
make a good job at pretending he wasn't there while Phil got the call. 


‘Oh, why not," Axl had said, turning to Phil and shrugging. He was wearing Phil's ratty 


dressing gown, and it had slipped down to show one bare shoulder. "Convenient, right?" 
"Right," Phil replied, taking Axl's knife to spread his jam and then waiting for him to tell him off. 


Axl didn't notice. 


"So who's this new guy we've been hearing so much about?" Joe asked with the raised eyebrow that implied he 


had not been properly informed of something and thus was not amused "Steve tells us he's a feisty one" 


He had of course waited until Phil started drinking his beer, so that he' have the satisfaction of watching him 
choke on it and splutter. 


"What." he said, coughing a bit. 
Feisty," Joe repeated, as if clarification was needed "You know. Lively, scrappy, enthusiastic..spunky," 
"I know what feisty means," Phil snapped, wiping his chin with a paper napkin. Grumbling, he added "He's nothing" 


Joe raised an unimpressed eyebrow, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning back on his chair "According 


to Steve, you see Nothing almost every night," 


"And Steve knows this how?" Phil glared, deciding to smack Steve on the face next time he saw him. At least 
he hadn't shared Axl's name. 


Joe grinned triumphantly "Ah, so you do see him every night!" 


Phil groaned, running a hand over his face "| suppose pointing out that my sex life is none of your business 
would be of no use," 


"None whatsoever," Joe nodded, peeling the label off his bottle and clearly waiting for Phil to start spilling. 


‘Its nothing, really," Phil said, shrugging one shoulder. Then he narrowed his eyes at Joe "What's that face?" 
"What face?" Joe asked, feigning innocence. 
Phil gritted his teeth " That face," 


"There's no face. It's just my face" Joe said, but gave up on trying to pass it off as nothing with a sight. He 
smiled a bit ruefully "| worry about you" 


Which is exactly what Phil had been dreading. 
"You do know that I'm an adult, right? | pay my Taxes and everything," 


"I know, | know." Joe nodded, avoiding eye contact "It's just that you're not exactly one of those people who go 


around having nothings with other people. You're-- sensitive" 
"I can have meaningless sex!" Phil said, affronted, and loud enough for a few nearby tables to glance at them. 


Joe smiled at him a bit "No, you can't. You fry, but then you start attributing meaning to it and you don't tell 
the other person, and you get dumped and you get hurt" 


Phil blinked "I feel vaguely insulted by that," 

"That's why | got you tipsy," Joe pointed out. 

"You evil genius," 

"Guilty as charged," 

Phil chuckled, and looked back on the past couple of weeks. It was true that he saw Axl nearly every night, and 
it was true that they were sleeping together, with Axl staying in his apartment well after noon, prancing 
around half naked and commandeering the remote control. At this point, denying that he found Axl 
devastatingly attractive would have been ridiculous, and under severe torture he might even have admitted to 
liking him as a person, insane as he was, but.. 


It was convenient. It was not a relationship, and it could never possibly become love, because it was just.. 


"Would it help if | told you there's no way in hell I'm catching feelings from this person?" Phil asked, trying to 
reassure his friend without letting him in on the nature of his.. something with Axl. 


"Not much," Joe admitted "You've said that before" 


And he had said that before. Jonathan had been a nice enough bloke, with bright blue eyes and constant black 
hair and a quick grin, and it had begun as nothing but sex, but after a while Phil found himself craving more. 
He'd never blamed Jonathan for not being what he wanted. Not when what he wanted always happened to be 


Lewis. 


| worry," Joe said with a shrug, and Phil could see that, through the years, he'd given his friend a lot to 


worry about. 


"Well, don't," he said, smiling lopsidedly and trying to light up the mood "Else your hair will fall off and where 
will we be then? Stuck with a bald frontman," 


Joe gave him a look, clearly not wanting to drop the subject, but in the end he sighed and sipped his drink 
Then, wistfully "I could tattoo a mapamundis on my head," 


Phil had a good laugh, and a few more drinks, and then ambled home, stopping on his way to pick up groceries. 
It of course started to rain as soon as he stepped out of the store, so the last few blocks to his apartment 
were made in a mad rush, trying to keep the bread from getting wet with limited success. 


He found his key with numb cold hands, and came into his dark silent flat, dumping his shopping bags on the 
floor of the hall. The smell of wet wool was in his nose, and his jumper was dragging on his shoulders, so he 


pulled it off and left it in a wet, sad pile on the kitchen counter. He didn't bother turning on lights. 


He went into his bedroom, leaving a trail of water behind himself, and found his bed partially occupied, the 
identity of the intruder given away by a hand dangling off the side of the bed, weighed down by heavy 
bracelets, and red hair spilt on the pillow like rivers of molten rock, all of this brought to stark relief by the 


moonlight streaming through the open curtain. 


There was a pile of clothes that had been carelessly abandoned by the wardrobe, so Phil knew that whatever 


Axl was sleeping in was his. 


Phil snorted, shut the curtains and striped, falling sideways on the bed. He'd deal with the maniac in the 


morning. 


Phil woke up to the smell of toasting bread and coffee permeating his nostrils in the best possible way. It 
reminded him of his childhood, of waking up half an hour after his mother did to find breakfast spread on the 


table, moody mornings chased away by the familiar tradition 


Then he remembered he lived alone, and sprung out of the bed in a mad dash, grabbing for his guitar on the 


way out of his room and willing to sacrifice it to bash any unsuspecting intruders’ head in. 


Instead of a psychotic stranger, he found a familiar one: Axl was putting away Phil's groceries and humming to 


himself, last night's events falling into place in his head. 


"I think you may be going overboard with your carefree bachelor lifestyle," Axl said, in a distracted sort of 


way. "You left your groceries on the floor, and also, | think something crawled onto your sideboard and died" 
"That's my jumper,” Phil said, looking doubtfully at the sodden orange heap. 


"And also, | think your jumper crawled onto your sideboard and died," Axl amended agreeably. "And also, you 


ran out of marmalade." 
"| don't like marmalade," said Phil. 


"Don't you? Huh," said Axl. "But people could drop by. Wanting marmalade. And then where would you be, it'd be 


really embarrassing. You should get emergency marmalade reserves." 
Phil snorted. 


"IIl consider it," he said, cautiously walking into the kitchen. He tried to think about a way to approach a crazy 


person, but all that came to mind was make no sudden movements "How did you get in here last night?" 
"Clark let me in," Axl said, pouring coffee into a mug and tea in another. 
"How?" Phil asked, confused "Why?" 


"So that | wouldn't tell you he brings chicks to your apartment when you're not here," Axl smirked, sliding the 
tea mug to Phil along with a plate piled with toast "Oops," 


Phil resolved not to think about that for the time being. One problem at a time. 


| came because | know what the next stage of the plan is. There's a party tonight," Axl said, looking at him 


with a distinctive mad glint in his eyes “and you won't guess who's going," 
Phil snorted, and scalded his tongue with the tea 
"Isn't it too early in the morning for mad plans of wrathful vengeance?" he asked. 


Its never too early in the morning for wrathful vengeance, Collen," Axl grinned brilliantly at him, with his chin 


on his hands and elbows on the table. He cut a disturbingly endearing image drowning in Phil's blue sweater. 


Really now, Phil thought. How can you catch feelings from someone who's trying to set you up with someone 


else? 


balance 
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Phil managed to convince Axl to postpone the evil plan in favor of breakfast, partly because the whole spread 
looked great, and partly because he really didn't want to hear Axl laugh maniacally as he confirmed Phil's 
suspicion of who was going to be at that blasted party. 


Phil was starting to loathe going out at night. Ever since he had met Axl, the late night of the LA scene 
became a terrifying place, filled with redheaded psychos, ghosts of the past and unidentified blue substances 
that passed for alcohol and left him with horrible hangovers. 


He managed to postpone the evil plan until it was time for him to head out for the studio by pressing Axl up 
against the fridge and divesting him of the stolen sweater, to a lot of encouragement. 


After, Axl showered and made Phil's attempt at keeping his own clothes inside his house nule by prancing stark 
naked and dripping water to the wardrobe, presumably to steal more clothes. Phil wasn't paying attention at 
what he was doing, actually. 

If he was honest to himself, he hadn't even noticed the floor was wet until his bare feet skidded on it on his 
mad dash to snog Axl senseless, which resulted in him toppling to the floor like a falling tree. A ridiculous 
falling tree. 

Axl laughed and straddled him to kiss him, and never asked if he was ok. 


He and Axl walked together for a few blocks before parting ways, and Axl was wearing Phil's UK flag t-shirt 
and Phil's denim jacket, and Phil felt strangely ok with that. 


Still, he had to say something, so as Axl was walking away he yelled, "Oi, when are you going tgive me my 
clothes back?" 


Axl turned around, arms spread, and walked backwards a few steps, "You have lots of clothes. Stop nagging!" 
Phil snorted, watching him go, "Wanker," 
But he was in a good mood. Maybe Axl had forgotten about his mad plan. 


He walked into a coffee shop and smiled at the barista, and she kept looking at him and giggling, but Phil 
attributed this to the whole rockstar thing, though people seemed to be getting better at being discreet about 


He arrived at the studio to a raised eyebrow from Joe and a pointed look at the side of his neck, where Axl 


had left a huge hickey and hadn't bothered to point it out. 
"Shite, | walked all the way here!" Phil groaned, looking at his reflection on the partition glass "I talked to people," 


"Better tell your laddie to calm down," Rick said knowingly, because of course Steve told everyone, "Else, people 


will think you're a leper," 
After the session ended, he walked out of the building to find Axl leaning on a lampost, smoking a fag, looking 
very much like he was posing for a clothes catalogue despite the fact that his threadbare jeans were almost 


literally threads and a glaringly green plastic bag was dangling from his hand. 


"Coffee?" Axl said as soon he caught sight of Phil and he was in hearing range. Then he tossed the bag at him, 
and Phil caught it awkwardly. 


Phil frowned, "What's this?" 
"Marmalade," Axl shrugged, starting to walk, "You didn't have any,’ 


"Wait a minute," Phil said, angrily pointing at his neck. Axl had the grace to look sheepish. He even scratched his 
head, the little shit. 


"That's part of the plan" 
Fuck. He hadn't forgotten. 


Axl headed for the nearest coffee shop like a salmon heading upriver. They were sitting down while Axl cooed 


over two cappuccinos when Phil asked him what his diabolical plan was. 
"Well," Axl said "The thing is, I'm not really sure it will work” 
"| feel reassured," 


"Shut up," Axl said, fingers tapping a frantic rhythm on the table. "There's a party, he'll be there. All you have 


to do is show up," 
Just show up. 
„right. 


Phil swallowed, stirring his coffee and watching it swirl. There was a knot at the pit of his stomach, a profound 


uneasiness that was familiar: it was what he felt whenever there was even a slight possibility he might come 


across Lewis. It might have sounded rather pathetic, and for all intents and purposes it was rather pathetic. 


Very pathetic, the annoying little voice at the back of his head that sounded suspiciously like Joe chipped in), 
but he still could not bring himself to face..him. 


And yes, his brain did make an ominous pause before the thought of Lewis. Joe-in-his-head cackled, 
He drank a sip of his coffee and scalded his tongue. 


It felt like an impossible thing, like a part of his past he had hidden behind a thin curtain so that he wouldn't 
have to look at it, but whenever the light hit it just right he could see the outline of Lewis and everything 
he'd meant, and how little Phil had meant to him in return. And it was hard, facing that, but not facing it had 


never done him any good either. 


He remembered Sally, a year or two prior, the girl with the pretty black hair and familiar accent, the girl he'd 
finally made his mind about. She lived in his building, the one he lived in whenever he was in LA, and she was 
beautiful, smart, funny, elegant--He'd really been so certain about Sally, so sure she'd be it He was finally 


moving on. 


But then the light had hit her just right, and Phil realized he'd never even walked a single step forward, not 


even an inch. Stuck, like an animal thrashing in quicksand, slowly but surely going down, down, down, 


He was brought back from his increasingly morose train of thought by a splash of lukewarm, exceedingly 


sugared coffee on his face. 

Phil glared at Axl as he rubbed his face clean with a paper napkin, but by now he was used to Axls habit of 
throwing food at his face. It suggested to him a profound need of attention that stemmed from the time Axl's 
parents had dumped him in the loony bin at birth, no doubt. There was no way this person had grown up in 


the real world and turned out so utterly strange. 


Phil balled up the napkin and threw it at Axl's face, because bad habits are contagious. His mother would have 
been appalled. 


"Do | have to go on this thing?" He asked somewhat redundantly, watching Axl start on his second cup of 


coffee. 


"Yes," Axl said, "Plans of wrathful vengeance don't care you are a lazy ass. Plans of wrathful vengeance wait 


for no one," 
Phil groaned, "And how do you know Lewis is going to this thing?" 


Maybe there was a special news broadcast Phil didn't know about. Maybe that was how everyone seemed to 


know where everyone was, had been and would be in this ridiculous city. Life would be easier if Phil could get 


his hands on it. 


"Tracii told me," Axl said nonchalantly, finishing off the cappuccino and then looking at both empty cups like he 
didn't know where the coffee had gone. 


Phil's eye didn't twitch, but it was a near thing. 
"You are friends with that man?" he asked, in the tones of someone asking "You pluck your pubic hair?" 


"Sure," Axl shrugged, and started eyeing Phil's coffee with interest. Phil threw a protective arm around the 
cup, which also enabled him to lean forward to better gape at Axl. 


"He--you--wait. No." Phil rubbed his temple, trying to put his thoughts in order "You hate him. You threw that 
blue thing at his face!" 


Axl shrugged, "He deserved it," 

Phil's sure his eyebrows are about to jump over his hairline, because he'd been certain Axl hated that man. 
Shit, Tracii had broken his heart! That much was obvious. And yet Axl still talked to him? Could actually face 
him? 

"So he's still your friend,” Phil asked, needing some clarification. 

Axl grinned and nodded, "Yep," 

"But you still want to unleash wrathful vengeance on him," 


"Exactly," 


"Namely, use me to steal his boyfriend, who used to be my boyfriend, so that / can dump him this time around, 
thus breaking both their hearts in the process," 


‘Masterful summary, Collen," Axl said, clapping his hands soundlessly, "Once again, l'm blown away," 

Phil leaned back on his chair slowly, not breaking eye contact with a grinning Axl. He tried to remember what 
he was supposed to do when in the presence of the mentally disturbed. The only hting that came to mind was 
not making any sudden movements. 


"you are, without a doubt, the strangest, most crazy person I've ever met," 


Axl rolled his eyes and made a sweeping gesture to the rest of the coffee shop, as if to display to the world 
the imbecility he had to deal with on a daily basis. The rest of the coffee shop stared at Axl as if he was 


insane. 


That happened a lot. 


Back at the flat, Phil put the marmalade in the fridge. Axl went right after him, pulled it out and stashed it in 
the cupboard. Phil stared at him. 


"People tend to like their marmalade at room temperature," Axl said with a shrug. "I noticed." 

"Right," Phil snorted, and went to the bedroom, Axl trailing behind him like a demented puppy. 

"Let me see what you're wearing tonight," he said. Phil pointedly looked down at what he'd been wearing all day. 
Axl groaned, "Oh god, not the orange jumper. Oh my God, you look like you ate a live ginger cat and then 
vomited on yourself. Only a necrophiliac into bestiality would find you attractive." 


"Thank you, Axl," Phil said. "That means a lot” 


Axl walked over to his wardrobe and after a determined rummage emerged ruffled and threw the dark purple 


shirt at Phil's head. 


"Wear that," he said. "It makes you look like a rotting grape that died of plague, but it's better than the ginger 


cat vomit," 
"Ill be cold," Phil said, spitting out a sleeve. 


"That's what the leather jacket is for," Axl said, slowly, as if speaking to a child or a very stupid person, 


brandishing the item of clothing like a sword and closing in on Phil. "Come on, put it on," 
Phil huffed, crossing his arms over his chest, "I'm not changing clothes with you in here," 


Axl rolled his eyes so hard his optic nerve squeaked at the strain, "Again with the shame? Dude, I've already 


seen you naked,’ 


"| don't take orders from you," Phil said, standing his ground, and Axl pounced, muscling him to the bed and 
tugging at the offending jumper. 


"Damn right, you do!" he said, straddling a struggling, laughing Phil 


"Fuck you, you're not dressing me like some--" Phil said, but the rest of his protest was absolutely lost when 
Axl started tickling him mercilessly. 


"I'm totally dressing you like a huge doll," Axl said, grinning and enjoying himself way too much. Once Phil was 
gasping and begging him to stop, he leaned down to whisper in his ear triumphantly, "Maybe I'll even throw 
some make up in, to finish off the glam look" 


Phil groaned, hands coming up around Axl's hips. "No make up," 


"You look good with make up," Axl said, followed by an undignified squawk when Phil shoved him off to the side 
and stood up. 


"Too messy. | never could get it all off before going to bed. Soiled all my sheets," he said, pulling off his jumper 
and shivering at the cold. 


"There's a price to pay for style," Axl commented, looking up at him from where he was sprawled on the bed 
Phil winked at him, "Amen to that" 


Axl said nothing, just watched him in silence for a few minutes as he took off his clothes and folded them 
neatly, then dragged the rotten grape shirt on. Axl snorted. 


‘lm watching Phil Collen get dressed," he explained at Phil's raised eyebrow. 
"Should | get you a backstage boiler pass? We have a special one for the groupies," 
"Shut up," Axl said, sticking his tongue out for effect, "It's funny, is all" 


"What is," 


"This whole thing," was the answer, followed by another shrug "I remember when Tracii and | got our hands on 


Sheer Greed, and it totally blew our minds. The sound, the vocals, the fucking front cover.. 
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"Axl," Phil said, pausing in his task of buttoning up the shirt to narrow his eyes at the figure sprawled on his 


bed, "Are you telling me you had a crush on Lewis?" 

Axl smirked, laying back with his arms crossed behind his head, "Well, the low cut top was very enticing," 
"You weren't so bad yourself," 

"Why, thank you," 

"Your hair's always been a tragedy, though," 

Phil laughed, crawling on top of him. 


"At least I'm not ginger," he said, brushing back a strand of glaring orange and placing a kiss by the corner of 
Axl's mouth. 


"And that mole," Axl mocked, but his arms came up around Phil's back. 
Phil scowled, "It was distinguished!" 


It was the male equivalent of a tramp stamp," Axl said, placing his finger over it and letting it trail lazily 


downwards. 


Tramp, huh? Phil caught the finger with his lips and drew the tip inside of his mouth, teeth pressing gently 
and tongue swirling, and watched in satisfaction as Axl's mosaic blue-green eyes grew hazy in an instant, 


breath getting caught in the back of his throat. 


Axl surged upwards like the tide, removing his finger and replacing it with his mouth. It always threw Phil a 
little, the way Axl kissed, like the world could go fuck itself, fingers clutching tight at any bit of Phil he could 


reach, the stinging touch clinging to his clothes and hair and skin much like water even after he was gone. 


With Lewis, and everyone before and after, there had always been careful consideration No marks were ever 
left, the pain never exceeded the pleasure. But with Axl, Phil never knew whether he was being pulled closer or 


shoved away, pieced together or torn apart. Phil was a bit afraid at how much he liked that. 


A shove, and Axl was above him, glossy orange framing his face like a curtain of fire between them and the 
outside world. Phil let his hands trail down to grip Axl's arse tight, the moan he got enough to shatter any and 
all thought of anything that might happen later tonight other than this, here, night now. The world could go fuck 
itself, Phil thought, and ground Axl's crotch down against his own, pleasure that never seemed to be enough 
burning through him like ice. 


"We'll be late," Axl said against Phils lips, like he gave a fuck about stuff like that. Phil didn't answer, just 
kissed him again and again, never really stopping, and thought, this, here, right now. 


Or maybe he didn't think at all. It was a nice change. 


The not thinking did not last. 


Axl dragged him to the party, shamelessly taking advantage of the fact that Phil would have done pretty much 
anything for him after sex, and so Phil found himself staring at yet another horrible, poorly-stacked-paper - 
plates mansion packed to bursting with intoxicated people. One of those people, his brain reminded him, might be 


Lewis. 


| hate you," Phil said, trailing after Axl in a rather disconsolate manner--he did it because Axl would have 
probably dragged him in by the hand, or maybe bodily shoved him if he hadn't, and there's only so much bad 
publicity Phil will put up with. 


In the weeks since he'd met Axl, he'd done more of exposing himself than he'd done in all his life, but he was 
cutting that off right now. He could not deal with people staring tonight, not on top of the impending doom that 
the possibility of seeing Lewis represented, 


"You weren't saying that back at the flat," Axl said, walking backwards and smirking, and Phil rolled his eyes. To 
anyone passing by it would sound like a joke. 


"Piss off," he said, but his heart was beating faster at the memory. 
Axl laughed, the sound losing itself in loud music when they got inside. 


The place was full to bursting, and Phil wondered at how oxygen got in with so many people dancing and 


smoking and talking and shoving each other against walls. 


Phil was going slightly mad with paranoia, scanning everywhere around him for any and all signs of Lewis, but 
in a party this big he guessed it would be impossible for them to bump into each other unless one of them 
went looking. He contemplated the thought of leaving, just going outside, getting in the car and leaving all this 
behind. He had decided early on that he would only go so far in humoring Axl's crazy mind, if only because it 


was very entertaining, so this would be a good moment to walk away. 
He didn't even know what Axl wanted him to do. Meet Lewis and.what? Talk to him about the old days? 


There was nothing to talk about, only pained recriminations. He really didn't want to be the rockstar who broke 
down and cried in public at the sight of a lost love, and judging by the tension piling up between his shoulder 
blades like bricks that was where this was headed. He'd see Lewis, and he'd break down and cry, out of sheer 


anxiety. 

He should leave. He should have left already. All this time he had wasted thinking, he could've left five times-- 
"Relax," Axl said, slinking up close to Phil and letting a wiry arm curl around him. He was wearing Phil's Deep 
Purple t-shirt, and he smelled like the aftershave Phil had stolen from Steve, and his eyes up close were hard 


to bear "Enjoy the party," 


"Axl, no-" Phil started, shoving him away, because he wasn't drunk this time, and public demonstrations of this 
petty farce between them could only be forgiven in such moments, but Axl cut him off. 


"No one's looking," he said, and wrapped an arm tight around Phil and pulled him close for a kiss, and the world 


could go fuck itself. 
"And the--" Phil tried to say, then gasped for breath when Axl gently bit his chin, "The plan?" 
"Fuck the plan," Axl murmured, diving in for another kiss. 


It was dark, and the music was good and loud, and suddenly Phil didn't care much about being seen, or about 


seeing Lewis, or about much at all, really. 


Enjoy the party 


They got drinks with ridiculous names at the makeshift bar, fashioned out of a table, and followed the smell of 


spliff to some caritative soul with a hippie heart. They danced for a good hour, and Phil could not remember 
the last time he'd actually enjoyed a party. He missed Steve's presence by his side terribly, but quickly 
reassured himself by resolving to bring him next time he decided to go out. Clearly, it had been too long since 
he'd gone out because he was ok instead of just to try and cheer himself up. He had to remedy that, he 
decided. 


He lost Axl, at some point, but he didn't mind. He found kindred spirits in the hippie girl and her boyfriend, a 


cheerful chap with a knack for rolling crossroads. 


By the time the spliff started wearing off, he went wandering himself in search of something to moisten his 
dry throat and maybe Axl, to--well, he really shouldn't think about it in public, right? He'd thought about 
something like that earlier, had come to a decision, but for the life of him he couldn't remember. Couldn't 
remember for the life of him. 


He frowned. "Is that right?" 


"Is what right?" he heard from somewhere higher than his head. He looked up, and caught sight of blonde and 
shaggy and ripped t-shirt. 


"Steve!" he grinned, and Steve frowned. 


‘tm Duff, man," Steve said, shouting to be heard over the blaring music, and he wasn't Steve. Phil deflated a 


bit, and it must have been obvious, because not-Steve seemed to panic. "I'm not Steve, but he's called Steven!" 
And he dragged another blonde, this one considerably smaller but similarly attired, closer. Phil patted his head. 


"Not Steve, but thanks for the effort," he said, because his mother raised him to be polite, "Have you seen 
Axl?" 


"Oh, | know that one!" Steven-but-not-Steve said, raising a drumstick vaguely upwards before he squinted out 


at the darkened mass of bodies all around them and he pointed, somewhat accusingly, "He went that way!" 


Phil bid his thanks to both of the people that weren't Steve, his mother would have been proud, and followed 
the drumstick. He found Axl in a dark corner, dancing and laughing at something some dark haired man was 


saying, both of them swathed in smoke and standing way too close. 


For some reason, this struck Phil as a terrible thing, because his brain was not in any condition to remind him 


that he and Axl were not together, had never been, and most probably never would be-- 


Fuck the plan, Axl had said, had he not? But what did that mean, other than his interest for this whole thing 
had dwindled? Other than--his interest for Phil had dwindled? It felt a little bit like like a brick to the face, and 


of course he caught feelings from the crazy person, of course! 


The little Joe-in-his-head was much too stoned to say "I told you so," but it did make a wheezing noise that 
sounded like a laugh. 


Phil turned his eyes away from Axl laughing and standing close to some stranger, and found himself staring 
into a mirror, the glass covering the entire wall. Phil scowled at his rotten grape reflection, and went off to 


find himself some Windex to wipe his mind clean of the image. 
What he found by the drinks table had him groaning in exasperation, because of course. Of course. 


"Do you gravitate towards anything with a hint of alcoholic graduation?" he asked, giving voice to his thoughts 
because he was done with this shit. 


Tracii Guns looked up at him and smiled from where he was perched on a lawn chair, cradling two glasses like 


they were babies. One of them was his, and the other one-- 
"Don't panic," Tracii said, and pointedly drank out of both glasses before refilling them, "He's not coming," 


Phil let out a breath he didn't know he was holding, and felt a profound need to sit down. Tracii seemed to 
sense this, because he pointed at the lawn chair next to his. The pattern was ugly and it was a little too low 
for Phil's liking, but the world stopped spinning once his arse finally became stationary, so it was good. Suddenly 
there was a glass of something pale gold in his hand, and that was even better. 


"Thank you," Phil said. Then, mostly because he felt obligated, "Why didn't Lewis come?" 
"He's sick," Tracii frowned at him, "Didn't Axl tell you?" 

Axl had know Lewis wasn't coming all along? 

Phil gaped a little, but then fixed it. "Y--yes, he did. I'd just--just forgotten," 

Tracii chuckled warmly, and shook his head. 

"Manipulative little shit, isn't he?" he mumbled, a conspiratorial grin gracing his lips. 


"Yes. He is," Phil said, and drank half of his whiskey. He didn't understand anything. Why the fuck had Axl 
brought him here if Lewis wasn't going to be here? What about the plan? What was the plan? Phil had been 
stupid, stupid, stupid, in believing that just because it felt like Axl never lied Phil actually understood him. 


Well, Axl had never actually said that Lewis was coming to the party, had he? Phil had just assumed. Who the 
fuck had he been talking about, then? Maybe the dark haired man he was probably snogging right now. Maybe 
that's what this was, maybe Axl was just at a loss, and didn't know how to hand Phil his walking papers. 


Decided to make it obvious by leaving with some other man. 


Walking papers from what? They weren't dating, but even then this was just cruel, just--awful. Why would he 
do something like that? Why always be so perfectly transparent, and then just suddenly--suddenly-- 


"If it makes you feel any better, don't think Phil was really sick," Tracii told him in a mock whisper, chugging on 
the whiskey as if it were beer, and dragging Phil out of his own mind. "lm not sure - he wanted to be with 
me. | - don't know how well things are going between us." 

Phil shifted uncomfortably in his chair, not liking the way this was going. "You'll work it out” 


Tracii snorted derisively. 


"I hope so," he answered. He sighed and looked at the tablecloth, expensive, and ruined as it was, "How do you 


do it?" 

Phil blinked, "Do what?" 

"Belong together," Tracii said. Phil choked. "Be happy." 

Of course. Tracii actually believed he and that little redheaded shit were together. He contemplated telling the 
truth, but found he wanted to save face with this person, who held in his hands, however gingerly, the heart 


of the only man Phil had ever loved. 


Besides, it would not actually be /ying, right? Tracii asked why they were happy, why they belonged 
together..whatever that meant. Phil thought about it. 


Why was there lukewarm mermalade in his cupboard? Why were half his clothes gone from his closet? Why 
did his brain go into overdrive and his thoughts collapsed whenever Axl got too close-- 


"| don't know." Phil stared fixedly at the glass in his hand. "It just works out that way." 


Axl's brutal honesty just made him more of a puzzle, and Phil should have know better but to want to get 
closer to that. 


But with him, it was just so easy-- 

"Good answer," Tracii said, smiling a bit ruefully as he topped Phil's glass and then his own. Phil looked at him 
and felt sorry, because Tracii was a good guy, despite how much Phil hated him. Tracii held up his glass to him 
and smirked, "To shit that works out," 


Phil laughed a little and clinked his glass to Tracii's. The least he could do was get smashed with him. 


"You make him better, you know." 


It took a moment for the words to sink in. "Pardon?" 

"Never mind, Mr. Collen," Tracii said genially. "You seem to have a lot on your mind.” 

Phil breathed deeply and slowly exhaled. "It's not that | am new at all this, but he.." 

"Is Axl," Tracii finished for him. "I know." 

Tracii would, if anyone. He couldn't put it into words, this fear he had. It didn't have a true basis, or focal point. 
He wasn't exactly afraid of Axl, not even exactly afraid of being outed. He didn't know what exactly he was 
afraid of, just that he was. 

"The thing about Axl is that when he's good, he's just.. magnificent, but when he's bad, he's still really good at 
it," Tracii said with a faraway look in his eyes. The smile on his face was part dreamy, but mostly wry. "He 
doesn't have middle gears like the average person and while it's exciting, its also fucking terrifying.’ 

"Have you ever." Phil trailed off, not knowing exactly how to ask Have you ever wanted to try again? 

"Oh god no," Tracii laughed and Phil pretended he wasn't stupidly happy to hear it. "lm not a kid anymore, you 
know. I'm realistic enough to see that it would be a disaster from start to finish. Again. | don't have what it 


takes not to be consumed by the flame." 


"What does it take?" Phil wondered out loud. He didn't expect an answer. He honestly didn't believe there was 


one. 


"Pushing back when needed. Picking him up when he falls. Pulling him down when he soars too high. Picking your 
battles. Balls of titanium." There, Tracii paused. "Understanding." 


"Sounds like a lot of work," Phil said lightly. 
Tracii laughed, and poured him another drink. 


| leave you alone for an hour or two," Axl said, arms crossed over his chest and head cocked to the side as 


he looked down at Phil, who'd long since slid from his chair to lie on the floor in a giggling heap next to Tracii. 


"You look lovely," Phil said truthfully. Axl raised an eyebrow and opened his mouth, presumably to make fun of 


him. 
"Leave him alone!" Tracii gurgled, patting Phil's shoulder "I like him. He's nice" 


Axl chuckled "That he is. Come on, time to go," 


Phil obediently began trying to push himself up to a standing position, only to sprawl awkwardly across the 
lawn chair, laughing like a demented upturned turtle. Axl looked at him like he couldn't understand how they 


could even be the same species. 


If you help me move him, I'll drive you home," he heard Axl say to Tracii, but in truth he felt too faraway to 
care about anything. 


The anticipation he'd felt all day at the prospect of seeing Lewis, followed by the weird nothing he felt when he 
found that Lewis wasn't here, and the feeling of Axl against him and then feeling happy and betrayed and angry 
and then ok again all in quick succession, coupled by Tracii's words and all that whiskey left him drained, drowsy 
with sleep and uncaring of everything. 

Axl and Tracii dragged him outside and maneuvered him into the backseat of the car, their voices dreamlike 
and nonstop in conversation. Glimpses of the world around him filtered in, a flash of blood-red on Axl's hair 
when the streetlights hit it just right. The world tilted sideways as he laid there, looking up at the receding 
darkness of the sky through the side window. Axl and Tracii's voices floated in and out of him, closer and far 
away. 

"We never talked about it," Tracii, soft and unguarded. 

"There's nothing to talk about," Axl, shielded and terminant. 

The streetlights fluttered by like they were underwater, splotches of yellow and orange drifting by by by. 

"Do you love him?" Tracii asked. 

Silence. 

"Do you hate me?" 

Finally, Axl answered. 

"Nah." he said, soft and dismissing "| hated you for like a week Now you're not even in my top ten’ 

A chuckle, then "You have a top ten?" 

A smile, then "And it's top secret" 


And then nothing at all. 


The next morning he woke up with the kind of headaches that speak of having done terrible things in a past 
life that just must be atoned for in this one, and he groaned like a dying alley cat. Axl elbowed him in the ribs 


and then rolled over to face him, sleepily tucking his face against Phil's neck. 
Phil blinked. His head still hurt, and his tongue had been replaced by a dirty towel, but.. 


Karma's all about balance, right? 


Moving On 


Author's Notes: 
It took me a whole year, but this is finally finished! 


It wasn't like being in a relationship. Phil knew how that went. 


Nothing was scheduled. No new calendar with appointments in it appeared in his kitchen. But sometimes he 


would come home, and Axl would be there. And sometimes he would go out, and Axl would come with him. 


He didn't help Phil choose new clothes, just insulted his clothes remorselessly. When he bought more, he 
insulted those too. 


Axl didn't bring a sensible amount of his clothes to his house to keep there. He borrowed Phil's, and 
occasionally he found discarded items of Axl's clothing in the oddest places. 


When he had things to do, he didn't want peace or space. He liked to sit on the couch driving Phil mad by 
wailing loudly about all the work he had to do, which was usually nothing, until Phil forced alcohol down his 
throat to shut him up, and they inevitably ended up in bed. 


Neither of them ever cleaned up. Once they spent an afternoon throwing dirty dishes at the bin from the 
carefully placed sofa. 


Boyfriends didn't flirt with other people and leave you angry and embarrassed, and then laughed. 


With a partner, things were covered, complicated, tracing patterns meant to be messages on skin and hoping 


you were coming to understand. With Axl you kept the lights on, and everything was loud and clear. 


"Fuck, Collen" he said, looking in the fridge one day and making a horrible face. 
"You don't actually like this mouldy cheese, do you?" 


Phil had looked over at him. He was wearing one of his shirts and one of his boxers, and his hair was wet, tied 


back in a ponytail. He looked a mess. 


He either looked a mess or took an atrociously long time getting ready, after which he looked an uncomfortably 


hot mess. Boyfriends looked neat and presentable all the time, but never made too much of a fuss. 


He was holding the Gorgonzola cheese away from his body like it might eat him, and making a very unappealing 
face. Phil could almost hear Lewis’ voice. A delicacy. Goes great with Burgundy. 


Sally had loved it. 

"Nah," Phil said. "I never eat it! 

Axl had thrown it in the bin, which was wasteful, and stretched and smiled 

"| was thinking we should have sex in the shower," he added casually, and laughed when Phil looked shocked 


Two weeks into the not-relationship, they had a fight. Axl was worse than anyone he'd ever seen in a tantrum. 


He threw things at him, and decent people definitely weren't supposed to do that. 


He tipped up the bookshelves and called Phil some filthy names and sent him running out of his own flat, 
slamming the door, going up to Steve's and telling him that Axl was impossible, awful, frustrating, he didn't 
want anything like this and he certainly didn't intend to put up with it. 


The next day he came home from the studio and Axl was there, and Phil didn't speak, braced for those still 


reproachful, resentful silences that always come after fights. 

"You're late," Axl said. "Come on, | wanna get pizza 

He acted like it hadn't happened, and that was annoying and off-putting and simple. 

After a month, they had another fight, and Phil thought it over, and he shouldn't have badmouthed Axl's 
friends. Even if he did have worse taste in friends than a male black widow spider generally had in wives, what 


with him still hanging out with the man who'd broken his heart years prior, no matter how much Phil scowled. 


So he came home the next day with flowers, and Axl had looked very surprised and asked him what they were 


for. 

He also smiled and told Phil they were ugly and gay in a bad way, and then kissed him. 

"You're so weird," he added. "| kinda like it." 

It was difficult and easy in entirely unexpected ways. And when the Christmas holidays came, they both went 
to different parties and then came home. Axl was wearing all ripped leather and some jewellery, chunky beads 
necklace shining and complementing the flaming copper of his hair. It made a tinkling sound when Phil tore it off 


him, kissing him and more under the mistletoe. 


"| dated someone once who liked me to wear just the necklaces," he remarked, breathlessly, shoved up against 


the wall. 
"lim not like that," Phil told him, voice ragged. Something sparkling crunched under his heel. 


"| know," Axl answered, and he had his skin bare and shining under the moonlight. 


Phil's friends sent them joint Christmas cards, because they were wankers, the lot of them, and they lay in a 
pile on Phil's welcome mat for hours before either of them picked them up. They were standard, ordinary 
cards, with the usual, ‘Dear’ and Have a happy’ and ‘Lovel, except for Steve's, which was crude and disposed of 
as soon as possible. But Axl lingered over his shoulder, and they both looked at the front of the envelopes, 
where these people, Phil's closest friends, had written ‘Phil and Axl' as if they had been sent a puzzle. 


Axl threw out the cards in January, but Phil found one of the envelopes folded up in the jewellery box he'd 
given him for Christmas, to keep all those stupid necklaces in one spot instead of all over the floor so that Phil 
wouldn't have to step on them in the morning and curse for an hour. Axl kept things like that in there, movie 
tickets from when they went to see an awful late night screening, fortune from the time they had fortune 
cookies, and he added ‘in bed' to every fortune they got. 


He never kept jewellery in there. Lewis had liked to keep things in their proper place. Phil thought he 
understood, though. 


A girl at the studio he barely knew caught him grinning at one of Axl's notes and told him he was lucky. He 
didn't know what to make of it. 


His manager called him, and demanded, laughing, to see his new girl. He said that the boys had spoken wonders 
about her, and Phil had to go through the awkward moment of clarifying Axl's gender to his fifty five year old 
tour manager, because of course Steve had told him Phil was dating a scandinavian girl called Aksel. 


He still wanted to meet Axl after the explanation, and Phil thought - well, maybe, and then why not. 


"What would you think of having a dinner party?" he asked. "My manager wants to see you. It'd be less 
difficult. Would you behave?" 


"Fuck off, Collen, | have impeccable manners," he said. 

"Don't be stupid, Rose, you're a complete tosser most of the time. Should we order in Chinese?" 
"Are you suggesting | can't cook?" Axl snapped. 

"Seen no evidence of it so far." 


"I can cook. | will cook. You won't believe the gastronomic delight | will present to you and your stupid band of 


friends. Clark's brain will sizzle behind his disfiguring bleached bangs." 
"Don't talk about Steve that way. Kiss me." 


They decided to make roast beef. Despite their conjoined efforts, and Steve's "supervision", the kitchen stil 
caught fire. 


Phil redecorated the kitchen, and the two of them drew straws to chose the colors. 
‘It's awful,” Phil said, feeling oddly satisfied at the sight of the purple and coral monstrosity. 
"Just like you," Axl said, and threw a pancake at his face 


No, it wasn't anything like having a boyfriend. 


They were walking home from a party one morning, ruffled and tipsy and happy, and they got out of the 
elevator a floor down from Phil's apartment, but they didn't realize this until Phil tried his key on the door 
that should have been his and noticed that it wasn't, in fact, his. As they laughingly went back to the elevator, 
they ran into Sally, his ex-girlfriend. She was clearly going to work, and she just barely glanced at Axl's 
laughing face and tight leather pants. 


Axl held his hand too tight. He did that sometimes, either in an extravagant display or to crush it in moments 


of excitement, but never in public. Phil would have cared about this if he hadn't been so drunk. 
"Why did you break up with her, anyway?" he asked later. 

"She broke up with me," Phil said reluctantly. 

Axl laughed. “Collen, you Casanova." 

Phil had been moving his hand across Axl's stomach, and he resisted the temptation to punch him in it. 
"Well then, why did she kick your sad blonde ass out?" 

Phil paused. But there was really no reason to lie. 

"| - said Lewis’ name one night," he muttered. 

"You never said his name with me." Axl sounded thoughtful. 

"Well. No. That's different” 

Sally was supposed to mean something. Sally was supposed to recapture love. 

"| know," Axl said. "Sally wasn't convenient." 


Axl yanked down his head and put his lips and teeth to Phil's neck. "Mind you," he said against his exposed 


throat, "if you had said his name, | would have stabbed out your eyes with ice picks." 
"You're such a sweet person," Phil said. 
Axl had laughed. 


Sally had called him the next day, and said, did he ever think of them..? He had been nice about turning her 


down, and later Axl asked him to repeat the whole conversation and laughed again. 


Axl was waiting for him outside the building when he got home, which was weird, since he'd had a key for 
months. Phil was pretty sure he'd had a key since before Phil actually gave him one, and had accepted the 
official one just so he could put it in that jewellry box. 


He was pacing and smoking, and that wasn't good. In anyone else, this would have been perfectly normal 
behaviour when waiting for someone, but in the world of Axl, pacing and smoking were a bad signal. In the 


world of Axl, pacing and smoking meant quicksand and flesh-eating monsters. Phil approached him warily. 
"You okay?" Phil asked, and Axl startled, looking at Phil like he had no idea what he was doing there. 
0-kay... 


"Yeah, yeah," he said distractedly, puffing smoke out of his nostrils like a nervous dragon. He looked up at the 
building like he wasn't sure how he'd gotten there. 


"Forgot your key?" Phil prompted. 


"Yeah," Axl said, sounding a bit relieved and a lot distracted. He kept looking at Phil and then away, eyes sticking 
to the sidewalk or the ugly gray sky. 


Phil decided not to press the matter and just made for the apartment, Axl trailing behind him, absently 
throwing his cigarette butt in the trashcan by the front door. It made Phil smile. For such a hardcore rebel 
youth, Axl always made it a point not to litter. 


"What would you like to eat?" Phil asked, breaking the silence that had followed them through the elevator ride 
and the hallway, as he walked in and went straight for the kitchen "We have top selection of leftover takeout. 
The pride of this eatery, if | may say so myself" 


It was a weak crack, but generally those were the ones that made Axl laugh the most. This time, though, 
there was only silence. Phil turned back around to find Axl still by the door, shoulders hunched, looking at the 
floor but not seeing anything at all. 


"Hey," Phil said, slightly out of sorts because Axl was never silent, not even when he slept, "You alright?" 


Axl looked at him and then away again, biting his lip. Phil made his way over and brushed some copper hair 
away from his face, surprised at how much he didn't like Axl not looking at him. 


"You can tell me," he said. This was new. They'd never had a moment quite like this one. 
| had a fight with Izzy," Axl said, frowning like he didn't understand his own words. 

Ah That would do it. 

"Like the time you painted Hello Kitty on his guitar?" 


"No, that was a prank fight," Axl rolled his eyes, but he snorted a bit at the memory and when his eyes cape 
up to Phil's, they stayed there, so: mission accomplished. "No, this was--like an actual fight. A big fight” 


"What about?" 

Axl seemed to consider this, and then said, "You." 

Phil's eyebrows must have skyrocketed, because Axl even laughed a little bit. 

"Me?" 

"Yeah," he snorts,"He really doesn't like you," 

Axls friends were generally friendly and cheerful enough to him, but Izzy tended to regard him a bit coldly. 
Phil didn’t really care, so long as the man wasn't overtly hostile, and had for a while decided to let it be. He'd 
thought that Axl's best friend just didn't like him, but he'd never considered it was bad enough for them to 
fight about it. 


"What did he say?" he asked, genuinely curious. 


"He told me that--hum.." Axl trailed off, then looked to the side, then shook his head with a snort, "You know 


what? It doesn't matter." 
"Are you sure?" 


"Yeah," Axl said, and kissed him. Finding himself otherwise occupied, Phil concluded he wasn't really that curious. 


One day, Phil returned from the studio to find Phil Lewis waiting for him in the hallway. Time stopped. 


"Hello," Lewis said, after an uncomfortable pause in which Phil tried unsuccessfully to pick his jaw off the floor. 
"H-Hi," His mouth was still open. For all that he'd imagined this moment a thousand times, now that it was 
here--now that he was here--he didn't know what to say. A lifetime of conditioning kicked in in that moment, 
and without even realizing that this was the first thing he would say to the man who broke his heart and 
ruined him for anyone else, he stammerea, "Fancy a cuppa?" 

Lewis blinked, but replied, "Cream no sugar, ta," the words bubbling out of him like a kneejerk reaction 

They stared at each other in horror. 

And that's how Phil found himself in his tiny, awful kitchen, having tea with his ex-boyfriend, and praying to 
God, Ala, Buddha and Jehova, Thor, Odin, Zeus and everyone that might listen for Axl not to come through that 


door. 


The silence was painful. Lewis was making tea in a quiet, methodical manner. Only the over-vigorous tinkle of a 


teaspoon in the cup gave an indication of his feelings. 

"This kitchen is hideous," he said conversationally. 

"| like it," Phil said defensively. 

The teaspoon said Clink, clink, clink angrily before Lewis replied. "It clashes with your hair." 


There was a pause, stretching on. He was used to these kind of silences, the ones which told him Lewis 


thought he should think this said more than words. 

Eventually, he said what he'd come here to say, before they found themselves roped in this situation, "Axl 
Rose? This is the bloke everyone's been saying is so good for 

you, the one you're so serious about? | didn't know | had hurt you that much." 

"| don't know what you mean," Phil said. 

It seemed like he had been saying that to Lewis all his life. 

Lewis threw the teaspoon down with a little sound where Axl would have thrown the tray full of cups. 
"Well, let's face it, Phil," he said with a brittle laugh. "He's hardly your type." 


"Oh, what would you know," he snapped. "Maybe it was you who weren't my type." 


He had no idea what made him say that. Lewis narrowed his eyes. 


"Did you know your boyfriend insults you behind your back?" 
Phil rolled his eyes, "He has to keep in practise for when he insults me to my face," 
"What - so you are serious about him, then?" 


"Nol" Phil almost shouted, growing increasingly more agitated. "It's - we have an agreement. It's not serious, it's 
just - convenient-" 


Lewis looked as if he might like to slap him. 


"Well, Phil, | think that's disgusting," he said icily. "Sleeping with a man you don't even like for - what - to 


comfort you, to have a warm body next to you, because | broke your heart, because you just want sex?" 
"Don't flatter yourself," Phil snarled. "This isn't about you.” 

There's a second of silence, and Phil realizes that had been the first he'd ever been openly hostile to Lewis in 
all of the time they'd known each other. He was about to apologize, but then Lewis proved to him once and for 
all that he'd never understood him at all, not in the very least. 


He smiled sheepishly, and looked away. 


‘I'm sorry," he said, probably unaware that that was quite possibly the apology Phil had been expecting for the 
better part of a decade, "I'm sorry, you must think I'm--no, what the fuck. | am a giant prat" 


He laughed a little, and just for a second the shuttered face of this person he'd never understood showed 
itself at it truly was, and Phil caught a small, perfect, honest glimpse of it. He was beautiful, as he'd always 
been, and always would be. Always the man Phil had fallen so fast and so hard for, always the boy with the 


slow, sensuous smile and the sharp tongue. He was Lewis: beautiful, faraway, sharp, and heartbreakingly 
unhappy. 


Phil remembered Tracii's words at the party, remembered a sad cheerful man asking him how he managed to 


be happy, and suddenly he understood everything. 


And suddenly Lewis stopped being the villain in his mind, and with the clinking of a teacup against the table, Phil 
found himself letting go. 


"What are you really here for?" he asked softly. 
"I just--" Lewis paused, trying to find the right words, "I wanted to say I'm sorry," 


"I know you are," Phil said They sipped tea in silence for a bit, "Thanks for saying it, though. It's nice to hear" 


Lewis smiled at him then, like dawn breaking through the clouds, and Phil was reminded of the way he used to 
look early in the mornings when they were getting home from a gig. Swathed in make-up and sweat and 
grinning giddily, high heels slipping in the morning dew, swearing like a sailor and laughing as the curses bounced 
off from house to house. 


And that's how Phil found himself in his garish kitchen, sipping tea with a friend. 


"So it's just sex then, is it?" Lewis asked, curiosity clearly getting the better of him, "Nothing fancy, no 


feelings..casual?" 

"Yeah," Phil said with a distinct lack of conviction, "Casual," 
Lewis gave him a look. 

"Phil," he said, sounding almost sympathetic. 


He glanced pointedly at the fridge, where had Axl arranged the fridge magnets to spell out MERMALADE DOES 
NOT BELONG IN THE FRIDGE COLLEN STOP IT. 


"You're shit at casual," Lewis remarked, sipping nonchalantly. 
"Fuck off" 


Lewis laughed, and changed the subject. They chatted amiably all evening, and when Lewis finally got up to 


leave, he looked over at Phil with a warm expression on his face. 


| really did love you you know? | just--l just wanted you to know that | never played with you, and | never 
wanted to make you feel--" 


He trailed off, but for the first time Phil understood. 
He said, "It's ok," and smiled. 
And it really, really was. 


“That is the weirdest tortilla I've ever seen," Axl commented, looking at Phil's creation and poking at it with his 


fork. 


‘Its fried, so there's no way it's bad," Phil said matter of factly, digging in with gusto. 


Axl made a surprised noise when he tried some and realized this was true, and Phil smiled He popped open the 
wine bottle Joe had given him for Christmas, a thing older than him with an unpronounceable name that had 
probably been made to go with something fancier than sweet and sour chicken, fried rice and potato tortilla. 
Phil pictured Lewis shaking his head in the corner and made a toast to leftovers. 

"I can never tell the good wine from the bad wine," Axl said after taking a sip and grimacing, "They all taste 
kind of the same to me." He took another sip and seemed to change his mind, "Except for Nighttrain Express. 
That tastes like rubbing alcohol and grape soda" 


Phil snorted some wine up his nose at that. 


"I actually took a wine tasting class once," he said eventually. "By the time they started explaining the steps to 
tasting |'d already drank my own glass and several others that had been left unattended," 


"I take it our old friend Lewis disowned you," 

"Wouldn't speak to me for hours," 

Axl laughed, but didn't follow up, and Phil let him be silent, content to eat and drink and just be for a little 
while. It was funny how, seemingly all of a sudden, little memories that had been extremely hard on him before 
were now just.memories. There was this part of his past that he'd closed up in his own mind because it was 
too painful to think about it, and in doing so he'd deprived himself of several lovely memories, great days of 


his early youth now he could look back on with something of a smile. 


"Maybe | should go to a class," Axl said after a while, smile playing with his lips, "Wouldn't want to be your 


convenient american ignoramus," 

'| don't care either way," Phil said with a shrug. 

Axl's head cocked to the side. 

"You're so thick, Phil Collen," he let him know, which Phil thought meant he appreciated it. 
He leaned back, and looked at him closely. Phil wondered what he was looking for. 

| could - pretend to be Lewis," he offered at last. 

"What! What are you talking about?" 


"Well - | mean, its what you want, isn't it?" he asked. "I've met him. And | saw that Sally chick. | could be - 


enough like him. | wouldn't mind. It's not like this means anything.” 


And did that mean if Phil didn't want to, it did mean something? 
"All right," he said warily. 
Axl kissed him then, carefully, gingerly, like a food taster or someone planning to make a map of his mouth. 


They walked into the bedroom and he turned off the light and Axl closed the curtains and slipped in between 
the sheets. Phil couldn't see his face or his body, and he couldn't tell what he was thinking. 


He didn't move or speak or give him any clue. Phil just tried to do the best he could, and it was over quickly. 
Then they both rolled away to different sides of the bed. 
He was woken up at about three in the morning by a bright light being turned into his face. 


Axl rolled over on top of him, his hair snarled around his face and the light too fierce behind him. He looked 


like a siren 

"Axl," he murmured, and reached out for him. 

"Did you like that?" he hissed, and his face was strained. "Is that what you want?" 
Phil tried to sit up and Axl pushed him down against the pillows. 


‘Is that all, just someone faceless in the dark, just, just-" He was panting and his hair was hanging in his face. 
Phil pushed it back behind his ear, to see him better, and arched up under him. 


Sweat was running down between Axl's collarbones, glistening like a golden chain. 


And this was different, but that was all right, because it was different but it was Axl, and Phil could see and 


he could understand. 


"Is that what you want?" Axl demanded, and his thin little keening cry afterwards was good to hear, almost as 


good as seeing him. 
"No!" Phil panted back. "No! Of course not!" 


He fell against Phil, breathing hard into his ear, crushed and slippery against his 
chest. 


‘| didn't want you to be Lewis," he said in low tones. 


"Oh, no?" Axl asked in a trembling voice. "That was all | ever thought you were doing. Measuring me up against 


him, thinking of how different we were-" 
"Well - yes - but it's not what you think-" 


"Is not what | think?" Axl asked, getting away from him and getting dressed with whatever he found, "You're 


in love with him! You've always been in love with him!" 


"And what about you?" Phil roared, also rising, "You're in love with Traciil That much is obvious. You're in love 
with that moron, and that's why you're unhappy enough to sleep with any guy you meet in a bar, or who 


takes you out for dinner-" 


Axl hit him then, his palm connecting with his face so hard he saw nothing but blackness for an instant, then 


his furious flushed face. 
"Why don't you just say whore?" Axl demanded viciously. "That's what you thought about what | did" 
"Maybe it isl" 


"Well, fuck you, Collen, what you did was no different!" He wiped his face against his sleeve. Phil didn't know 
why. "And what can come from starting like this?" Axl asked suddenly. "Nothing. Izzy was right. You'd never 


even want anything. And I'm wasting my time here." 
When Lewis left, he made a list, he packed carefully, he talked it out. 
When Axl left, he turned on his heel and he stormed out the door. 


Phil stood in the centre of his bedroom, the sound of the front door slamming echoing in his ears. And he 
looked around his home, and thought of what a mess it was. And he thought of loud obvious fights and loud 
obvious everything, and simplicity, and things starting out absolutely wrong with absolutely the wrong person. 


And he wondered when Lewis had stopped being the measure, and Axl had become it. 


Because he had been thinking of that, a few days ago, as Lewis moved around the kitchen, and maybe Lewis 
had been right because he was smarter. He didn't belong there. 


Phil looked around under the light, and thought about guesses in the dark, and tried to make things clear to 
himself, because he wanted things to be clear.Because he'd only ever wanted for things to be clear. To 
understand. 

He ran into the living room and bolted out of the door and took the steps two at a time, until he reached the 
bottom floor. 


Axl was sitting with his back against the wall there, crying in an angry half-hidden way. Phil wouldn't have left 
either. They weren't the types who left. 


Axl looked up, and sniffed hard. "What the fuck do you want, Collen?" he asked. 

"Come back," he said. "You know. Come home." 

"And what does that mean?" he snapped. 

He knelt down awkwardly to get their faces level. "Well, you spend most nights there anyway." 

"What are you saying, Collen?" he said in a loud, obnoxious voice. 

And he did have a crooked teeth, whereas he'd never really wanted to see the physical faults in Lewis, and he 
drove him absolutely mad some days. The house was never going to be clean and he understood him, he got it, 
and people like Lewis or Tracii had been smart and had left people they loved and had gone searching and were 
still searching and he'd just stumbled on it and he was incredibly, incredibly lucky. 

Phil looked at him and thought, This is the strangest person | have ever met. 

‘I'm saying that | love you, you thick fuck," he said. Axl burst out crying. 


The strangest person in the world 


He could put his arms around him because that was easy, with him, because he felt what he felt and what he 


wanted he wanted and it was all so beautifully simple. 
"Well, I'd hoped the news wasn't going to upset you quite this much," he said gruffly. 
Its not that," Axl said, scrubbing his face with Phil's shirt and probably ruining it. 


He rested his head on Phil's chest, sitting there in his arms on the grubby landing floor, and said quietly, "l'm 


crying because now | have to move into your rat's nest of an apartment." 


--fin-- 


